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Dear Thay, dear Sangha,

When I was young I wanted to be a 
teacher. I held summer classes for the 
neighborhood kids, complete with 
handouts, recess, and homework (and 
they tolerated it!). Later I set aside that 
dream, believing I lacked the authority 
and knowledge to teach. But having 
taught meditation for the past year, I’ve 
learned that compassion and mindfulness are the most powerful teach-
ing tools—much more powerful than knowledge.

This summer I’ll be teaching creative writing to children. To 
prepare for the job I observed a young teacher at the writing school. 
He gave his undivided attention and encouragement to each six-year-
old budding writer. I realized that to teach, we don’t need to know 
everything about our subject. We only need to love the topic and give 
the class our full, caring attention. In mutual exchange, we discover 
and learn with our students. Similarly, if we love eating our meals 
with mindfulness, love being fully present with each footstep, we’ll 
naturally share this beloved practice and exchange discoveries with 
friends who practice too. 

With its theme of Mindful Education, this issue offers a wonderful 
collection of stories, photos, activities, and resources on teaching and 
learning. This issue isn’t just for classroom professors and students. 
It’s for all of us. As students of Thay, of the Buddha, we are studying 
the way of awareness and always teaching by example. These stories 
show us how we might bring mindful practices not just to schools, but 
also to our families, friends, and co-workers—the people we teach 
every day with our actions, our words, our presence. 

One of my Sangha mentors, Glen Schneider, shared an insight he 
learned from Thay: “What should a student expect from a teacher? 
The student should expect that the teacher is a free person, free from 
craving, fear, and despair. What should a teacher expect from a stu-
dent? You should expect from your students their transformation, their 
healing, their freedom.” Such simple, profound expectations can alter 
the course of an education, a relationship, a life. 

Instead of a Dharma talk from Thay, in this issue we include his 
essay, Bat Nha: A Koan. Thay shines a penetrating light on the coercion 
and violence that happened at Prajna Temple in Vietnam. Our teacher 
guides us to cultivate insight by looking compassionately into the hearts 
of others, and invites us into a fearless practice of interbeing.

May you be peaceful and at ease, enjoying your breathing as you 
read this issue of the Mindfulness Bell. May these stories enrich your 
practice and awaken your bodhicitta, your mind of love.

Benevolent Respect of the Heart



The lay Sangha is invited to join Thay 
and the monastic Sangha for the 
Indonesia and Thailand segments of 
the trip. There are spaces for about 
50 lay members on these segments. 
For more information about the trip 
and about joining the delegation, 
please visit the Plum Village Asia 
website, www.plumvillageasia.org, or 
email: tnhsea2010@gmail.com.

Thich Nhat Hanh and a 
Plum Village Delegation 
from France, Germany, 
and the United States 
will conduct a teaching 
tour in Southeast Asia 
in 2010. 

Following is a tenta-
tive time frame and 
itinerary: 

Plum Village
plumvillage.org

Summer Retreat
July 7 – August 4

Southeast Asia Teaching Tour
September 24 – November 15

Please see itinerary and invitation below.

European  
Institute of  
Applied Buddhism
eiab-maincampus.org

Public Talk by Thich Nhat Hanh:  
The Art of Happiness
Rheinparkhallen, Koln, Germany
June 2

A Fruitful Relationship Retreat  
with Thich Nhat Hanh
EIAB, Waldbrol, Germany
June 3 – 8

Public Talk by Thich Nhat Hanh: 
Sowing Peace, Harvesting  
Happiness
EIAB, Waldbrol, Germany
June 13

Living Happily Together Retreat  
with Thich Nhat Hanh
EIAB, Waldbrol, Germany
June 15 – 19

Summer Retreat
With monastics in the tradition  
of Thich Nhat Hanh
EIAB, Waldbrol, Germany
July 23 – August 6

Retreat: Reverence is the Nature of 
my Love: Building a Happy, Enduring 
Partnership
With monastics in the tradition  
of Thich Nhat Hanh
EIAB, Waldbrol, Germany
September 24 – October 1

Thich Nhat Hanh’s  
United Kingdom  
Teaching Tour
mindfulnessretreats.org.uk

Public Talk: Global Ethics for  
Our Future
Hammersmith Apollo, London
August 11

Retreat: Living Mindfully, 
Living Peacefully
East Midlands Conference Centre,  
Nottingham University
August 13 – 18

Blue Cliff  
Monastery 
bluecliffmonastery.org

Retreats with monastics in the  
tradition of Thich Nhat Hanh

Retreat: Happiness is the Way 
August 4 – 8    

Retreat: Be the Change
YMCA of the Rockies,  
Estes Park, Colorado
August 20 – 25 

Creative Arts Retreat
September 25 – 28      

People of Color Retreat 
October 22 – 26     

Deer Park  
Monastery
deerparkmonastery.org

Retreats with monastics in the  
tradition of Thich Nhat Hanh

Teen Camp – Rebel Buddha!
June 16 – 20        

Family Retreat – Opening the  
Family Up
June 30 – July 4       

Mindfulness Retreat in Vietnamese
July 15 – 18         

Retreat: The World We Become 
July 21 – 25        

Dear Editor,

I know the suffering of bipolar illness 
and suicide, so reading Janice Rubin’s 
story (Winter/Spring 2010) touched deep 
chords in me. Having lost my father to 
suicide when he was 46, and I was 15, the 
pull to “follow my father into death” was 
so strong that in my 46th year, I had to be 
hospitalized. My younger brother took his 
own life at age 46 in 1986. My daughter 
was diagnosed bipolar after the birth of 
her first child—so I am familiar with the 
extraordinary suffering of the mother.  

Thich Nhat Hanh arrived at San 
Francisco Zen Center in 1983 and his 
teachings saved my life. I took them to 
heart. I attended two retreats in Plum 
Village and others in California. Due to 
practicing his teachings, I have become a 
strong and healthy 72-year-old, delighted 
that my daughter is finding healing in 
therapy. Thay’s teachings that enabled 
deep healing for me are numerous; among 
them are walking meditation, understand-
ing how transformation of the storehouse 
consciousness occurs, letting go of mental 
formations, and awareness of the Four 
Nutriments. When Thay read “Please Call 
Me by My True Names” at Green Gulch 
Farm, and named the suffering and conse-
quences of  rape, decades of deep suffering 
were released in me, as I cried and cried, 
hearing this suffering acknowledged by a 
man. I owe much of my present life, happy, 
healthy and strong, as well as that of my 
daughter, to Thay’s teachings.   

 
— Katharine Cook,  

Flower Essence of the Heart

Southeast Asia 2010 Teaching Tour 
Lay Sangha Is Invited to Indonesia and Thailand 

Sept. 6 – Sept. 13:  
Singapore
Sept. 13 – Sept. 27:  
Malaysia
Sept. 27 – Oct. 11:   
Indonesia
Oct. 11 – Nov. 1:  
Thailand
Nov. 1 – Nov. 15:  
Hong Kong

Letters
shar ing our VIEWS
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2010 Retreats & Events 

Have you moved? 
Please send your new address 
to the Mindfulness Bell, c/o 
David Percival, 745 Cagua S.E., 
Albuquerque, NM 87108-3717, 
USA, or dperciva@unm.edu.
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photo courtesy of  the monastic Sangha

Bat Nha: A Koan
By Thich Nhat Hanh

dharma TALK



A koan is an opportunity to look 

deeply and transcend our worries 

and confusion.

Do not just look for what you want to see,

that would be futile.

Do not look for anything,

but allow the insight to have a chance to come by itself.

That insight will help liberate you.

– Nhat Hanh 

Bat Nha is a monastery in the central highlands of Vietnam. It is 
a community of monks and nuns being persecuted by the Viet-
namese government, and it is the great crisis of Vietnamese Bud-
dhism at the dawn of the 21st century.

A koan (known in Chinese as a gong an, and in Vietnamese 
as a cong an) is a meditation device, a special kind of Zen riddle. 
Koans are solved not with the intellect but with the practice of 
mindfulness, concentration, and insight. A koan can be contem-
plated and practiced individually or collectively, but as long as it 
remains unsolved, a koan is unsettling. It is like an arrow piercing 
our body which we cannot take out; as long as it is lodged there 
we can neither be happy nor at peace. Yet the koan’s arrow has not 
really come from outside, nor is it a misfortune. A koan is an op-
portunity to look deeply and transcend our worries and confusion. 
A koan forces us to address the great questions of life, questions 
about our future, about the future of our country and about our 
own true happiness.

A koan cannot be solved by intellectual arguments, logic or 
reason, nor by debates such as whether there is only mind or matter. 
A koan can only be solved through the power of right mindfulness 
and right concentration. Once we have penetrated a koan, we feel 
a sense of relief and have no more fears or questioning. We see 
our path and realize great peace.

B If you think Bat Nha is only a problem for 400 monks and 
nuns in Vietnam, a problem that simply needs a “reasonable and 
appropriate” solution, then that is not a koan. Bat Nha truly be-
comes a koan only when you understand it as your own problem, 
one that deeply concerns your own happiness, your own suffering, 
your own future, and the future of your country and your people. 
If you cannot solve the koan, if you cannot sleep, eat, or work at 
peace, then Bat Nha has become your koan.

“Mindfulness” means to recollect something, to hold it in our 
heart day and night. The koan must remain in our consciousness 
every second, every minute of the day, never leaving us even for 
a moment. Mindfulness must be continuous and uninterrupted; 
and continuous mindfulness brings concentration. While eating, 
getting dressed, urinating and defecating, the practitioner needs 
to bring the koan to mind and look deeply into it. The koan is 
always at the forefront of your mind. Who is the Buddha whose 
name we should invoke? Who is doing the invoking? Who am I? 
You must find out. As long as you haven’t found out you haven’t 
made the breakthrough, you are not yet fully awake, you have not 
understood.

photo by Mark Wylie
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I AM A MONASTIC FROM THE BAT NHA COMMUNITY. 
Every day I contemplate the koan of Bat Nha—I sit with it in 
meditation, I walk with it in mindfulness, I am with it when I cook, 
when I wash my clothes, peel vegetables or sweep the floor; in 
every moment Bat Nha is my koan. I must produce mindfulness 
and concentration, because for me it is a matter of life and death, 
of my ideals and my future.

We know we’ve been successful in our practice, because 
despite all the oppression and harassment, many of us in our 
community are still able to generate peace and love, and not be 
dragged down by worries, fears, or hatred. One young nun offered 
an insight poem to our teacher: “The Bat Nha of yesterday has 
become rain, falling to the earth, sprouting the seed of awakening.” 
She has successfully penetrated the koan of Bat Nha.

All we want is to practice—why can’t we? The senior monks 
of Vietnam want to protect and sponsor us—so why does the gov-
ernment stop them? We don’t know anything about politics—so 
why do they keep saying Bat Nha is a threat to national security? 
Why was dispersing Bat Nha so important that they had to resort 
to using hired mobs, slander, deceit, beatings, and threats? If the 
government forbids us from living together and forces us to scatter 
in all directions, how will our community be reunited? Why is it 
that in other countries people can practice this tradition freely, and 
we can’t? These questions come up relentlessly. But the energy of 
mindfulness is like fire that burns away all these haunting thoughts 
and questions.

The Bat Nha of yesterday was happiness. For the first time in 
our lives we were in an environment where we could speak openly 
and share our deepest thoughts and feelings with our brothers and 
sisters—without suspicion, without fear of betrayal. We had the 
opportunity as young people to serve the world, in the spirit of 
true brotherhood and sisterhood. This was the greatest happiness. 
Then Bat Nha became a nightmare, but no one will ever take from 
us the inner freedom we discovered there. I have found my path. 
Whether or not Bat Nha exists, I am no longer afraid. 

We already have the seed and we already have our path, so we 
are no longer afraid for the future—our own or that of our country. 
Tomorrow we will have the chance to help those who persecute us 
today. We know that many of those who attacked us and made us 
suffer have already begun to see the truth. Prejudices and wrong 
perceptions eventually disintegrate. There is no need to worry or 
despair. We can laugh as brightly as the morning sun.

I AM A CHIEF OF POLICE IN VIETNAM. At first, I believed 
that the order from my superiors to wipe out Bat Nha must have 
been justified. However, as I carried out the order, I saw things 
that broke my heart. Bat Nha has become a koan for my life. I 
can’t eat, I can’t sleep. I toss and turn throughout the night. I ask 
myself: what have these people done, that I should treat them as 
reactionaries and threats to public safety? They seem so peaceful—

but I have no peace at all. If I don’t have peace in my heart, how 
can I keep the peace in my society?

The young monks and nuns have not broken any laws. We 
forced them to leave the place they helped to build, where they had 
been living peacefully for years. They lived with such integrity. 
They ate vegan food, sat in meditation, listened to sutras, shared 
with each other, and did no harm to anyone. How can we say they 
are dangerous? And yet we have threatened and harassed them, 
we cut off their electricity and water, we did everything we could 
to break their spirit. But they never said a reproachful word, they 
offered us tea, they sang for us and asked to take souvenir photos 
with us.

In the end we hired mobs to destroy their community, to as-
sault them, and expel them. Not once did they fight back. Their only 
weapons were chanting the Buddha’s name, sitting in meditation, 
and locking arms to stop us from separating them as we forced 
them into the waiting cars. 

My orders came from above and I had to obey; but I feel 
deeply ashamed. At first I thought they were just temporary 
measures, for the greater good of the country, for the sake of pre-
serving national unity. Now I know that the whole operation was 
deceitful, cruel, and offensive to human conscience. I am forced 
to keep these thoughts to myself. I don’t dare to share them with 
the officers in my unit, let alone my superiors. I can’t go forward 
and I can’t go back; I am a cog in a machine and I can’t get out. 
What must I do to be true to myself?

I AM A MEMBER OF THE BUDDHIST CHURCH OF 
VIETNAM. Bat Nha haunts me night and day. I know those 
young monastics are practicing the true Dharma. So why are we 
powerless to protect them? Why do we have to live and behave 
like government employees? When will I realize my dream of 
practicing religion without political interference? 

We are brothers and sisters, children of the Buddha. Is it be-
cause our practice of brotherhood is not solid enough that they have 
been able to divide us, that we have fallen into blaming and hating 
each other? But surely we have learned a lesson: if we can accept 
each other and reconcile with one another, we can still resurrect 
our brotherhood and sisterhood, inspire the confidence of our fel-
low citizens, and be role models for everyone. Even though we’ve 
left it so long, the situation can still be saved. Just one moment of 
awakening is enough to change the situation. If we in the Buddhist 
Church have been cornered into betraying our own brothers and 
sisters it is because our spiritual integrity is not yet strong enough. 
How can we be wholehearted and determined enough in our daily 
practice to attain the spiritual strength we need? 

Vietnamese Buddhists have respected and followed the Bud-
dha, the Dharma, and the Sangha for the last two thousand years. 
But now groups of people hired by government officers wore 
shoes into the Buddha Hall, put up offensive banners on the altar, 
yelled and cursed, threw human excrement at venerable monks, 
and destroyed sacred objects. They violently attacked, beat, and 

dharma TALK



expelled monks and nuns from their temple. This is an ugly 
stain on the history of Buddhism in Vietnam. It disgusts us 
and sickens us, yet why don’t we dare to speak out? Can 
the Buddhist Church of Vietnam, whose members were 
slandered, falsely accused, and framed by the government, 
shake off this insult and prove the innocence of Vietnamese 
Buddhists?

I AM A HIGH RANKING MEMBER OF THE COM-
MUNIST GOVERNMENT OF VIETNAM. Bat Nha is an 
opportunity for me to look deeply at the truth and find peace 
in my own heart and mind. But how can I have peace when 
I don’t really believe in the path I walk on, and especially 
when I don’t have faith or trust in those I call my comrades? 
Why can’t I share my real thoughts and feelings with those 
I call my comrades? Am I afraid of being denounced? Of 
losing my position? Why do we all have to say exactly the 
same things when none of us believe it? 

My greatest dream is for my own happiness to be in 
harmony with my country’s. Just as trees have their roots 
and water has its source, our homeland has its heritage of 
spiritual insight. The Ly dynasty was the most peaceful and 
compassionate dynasty in our country’s history. Under the 
Tran dynasty, the People’s unity was strong enough to enable 

photo by David Nelson

Bat Nha truly becomes a koan 

only when you understand it 

as your own problem, one that 

deeply concerns your own hap-

piness, your own suffering, your 

own future, and the future of 

your country and your people.
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them to push back the attacks from the North. This unity was possible thanks to 
Buddhism’s contribution as an inclusive and accepting spiritual path that could 
co-exist with other spiritual and ethical traditions, such as Taoism and Confucian-
ism, and so build a country that never needed to expel or eliminate anyone.

How can we eradicate the hideous social evils of drug abuse, prostitu-
tion, gambling, violence, corruption and abuse of power, when the officials 
responsible for abolishing them are themselves caught up in those very evils? 
How can the government’s policy of “cultural districts” and “cultural villages” 
ever be successful if it is based merely on perfunctory inspections and punish-
ment? Who is the one that needs to be inspected and who is the one that needs 
to be punished?

For the last two thousand years, Buddhism has been teaching people how 
to live ethical lives, be vegetarian, and keep the trainings. At this very time, the 
young monks and nuns of Bat Nha are reinvigorating this ethical way of living. 
They have the potential to succeed. Why can’t I open my heart to practice like 
them, to be one with them and benefit from their support? Why can’t we do as 
the kings of the Tran and Ly dynasties did? Just because we are Marxists, does 
that mean we don’t have the right to take refuge in the Buddha, Dharma, and 
Sangha, to be vegetarian and practice the mindfulness trainings?

I know that corruption and abuse of power have become a national catas-
trophe. We have been lamenting it for so many years already, and yet the situ-
ation just gets worse with every passing day. Why? Is it because I’m only able 
to proudly boast of my ancestors’ glorious past, and am not in fact able to do 
as they did? And today, when there are young people actually doing it, why do 
we block and suppress them?

I have gone along with the false reports and allowed the people I supervise 
to use lies, deception, and oppression against these gentle people who never 
have caused any disturbance to society. In the end, I am put in a position where 
I become the enemy of the very things I once cherished. Are my true enemies 
really outside of me? My enemies are within. Do I have enough courage and 

Freedom of thought 

is the basic condition 

for progress. It is the 

true spirit of science. 

It is precisely in that 

space of freedom that 

the flower of wisdom 

can bloom.

photo by Paul Davis
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intelligence to face my own weaknesses? That is the fundamental 
question.

The Plum Village practices offer a rare opportunity to mod-
ernize Buddhism in Vietnam; the last four years have proved their 
effectiveness. Why are we allowing ourselves to be pressured by 
our powerful neighbor into persecuting and destroying such a 
precious living treasure? What will we get that is so precious, in 
return for destroying this treasure we already have?

I AM A HEAD OF STATE OR FOREIGN MINISTER. My 
country is or is not a member of the Security Council or the UN 
commission on human rights. I know that events like Bat Nha, 
Tam Toa, Tiananmen Square, and the annexation of Tibet are seri-
ous violations of Human Rights. But because of national interest, 
because our country wants to continue to do business with them, 
because we want to sell arms, airplanes, fast trains, nuclear power 
plants, and other technologies, because we want a market for our 
products, I cannot express myself frankly and make real decisions 
that can create pressure on that country so they stop violating 
human rights.

I feel ashamed. My conscience is not at peace but because I 
want my party and my government to succeed, I tell myself that these 
violations are not serious enough for my country to take a stance. It 
seems that I too am caught in a system, a kind of machinery, and I 
cannot really be myself. I’m not able to give voice to my real feel-
ings or to speak out about the situation. What do I have to do to get 
the peace that I so badly need? Bat Nha is of course a situation in 
Vietnam, but it has also become a koan for a high-ranking political 
leader like me. What path can I take in order to really be myself? 

The koan Bat Nha is everyone’s koan; it is the koan of ev-
ery individual and every community. Bat Nha is an opportunity, 
because Bat Nha can help you see clearly what you couldn’t—or 
didn’t want to—see before.

In the Zen tradition, there are retreats of seven, twenty-one, 
and forty-nine days. During these retreats, the practitioner in-
vests their whole heart and mind into the koan. Every moment of 
their daily life is also a moment of looking deeply: when sitting, 
walking, breathing, eating, brushing their teeth, or washing their 
clothes. At every moment the mind is concentrated on the koan. 
Every day the practitioner gets the chance to interact with the Zen 
master in the direct guidance session. The Zen master offers guid-
ance to help the practitioner direct their concentration in the correct 
way, opening up their mind, and helping them to see, showing them 
the situation so the truth can reveal itself clearly.

In the direct guidance sessions the truth is not transmitted 
from master to practitioner. Practitioners must realize the truth 
for themselves. The Zen master may give about ten minutes of 
guidance, to open your mind and point things out, and then every-
one returns to their own sitting place to continue to look deeply. 

Sometimes there are hundreds of practitioners, all sitting together 
in the meditation hall, facing the wall. After a period of sitting 
meditation, there is a period of walking meditation. Practitioners 
walk slowly, each and every step bringing them back to the koan. 
At meal times, practitioners may eat at their meditation cushion. 
While eating they contemplate the koan. Urinating and defecating 
are also opportunities to look deeply. Noble silence is essential for 
meditative enquiry; that is why outside the meditation hall there 
is always a sign that reads ‘Noble Silence.’

If you want to be successful in your practice of koans, you 
must be able to let go of all intellectual knowledge, all notions, and 
all points of view you currently hold. If you are caught in a personal 
opinion, standpoint, or ideology, you do not have enough freedom 
to allow the koan’s insight to break forth into your consciousness. 
You have to release everything you have encountered before, ev-
erything you have previously taken to be the truth. As long as you 
believe you already hold the truth in your hand, the door to your 
mind is closed. Even if the truth comes knocking, you will not 
be able to receive it. Present knowledge is an obstacle. Buddhism 
demands freedom. Freedom of thought is the basic condition for 
progress. It is the true spirit of science. It is precisely in that space 
of freedom that the flower of wisdom can bloom.

In the Zen tradition, community is a very positive element. 
When hundreds of practitioners silently look deeply together, 
the collective energy of mindfulness and concentration is very 
powerful. This collective energy nourishes your concentration 
in every minute and every second, giving you the opportunity 
to have a breakthrough in your practice of the koan. The firm 
discipline of your meditation practice, the favorable environment 
for concentration, as well as the guidance of the Zen master and 
silent support of fellow practitioners, all provide you with many 
opportunities to succeed.

The suggestions given above can be seen as direct guidance 
to help you in your practice of looking deeply. You have to see 
these words as an instrument, not as the truth. They are the raft 
that can bring you to the other shore; they are not the shore itself. 
Once you reach the other shore, you have to abandon the raft. If 
you are successful in looking deeply, you will have freedom, you 
will be able to see your path. Then you can just burn these words 
or throw them away.

I wish you all success in the work of looking deeply into the 
Bat Nha koan,

Zen Master Thich Nhat Hanh

Sitting Still Hut, Upper Hamlet, Plum Village, France

19 January 2010

This excerpt from Bat Nha: A Koan was edited by  
Barbara Casey. To read Thay’s teaching in its entirety,  

please visit www.mindfulnessbell.org/batnhakoan.

dharma TALK
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Thay’s offering, Bat Nha: A Koan, is intended to nourish our col-
lective bodhicitta—the mind of love. Thay has contributed his 
deep insight and invites us all to read, contemplate and practice 
in order to come to our own insight—the kind of insight that can 
show a way out. 

The situation, as it has developed, is certainly sad in many 
ways. The Vietnamese Communist Party’s aggressive policy re-
mains steadfast. We continue to pursue our request of France to 
allow some of the brothers and sisters to take refuge in Plum Vil-
lage. Still, there is a greater happiness to celebrate. From a spiritual 
point of view, Bat Nha is a huge success. Here, I want to share a few 
anecdotes that for me personally gave a more intimate connection 
to this success.

T
Recently, a number of Most Venerable monks and nuns from 

Vietnam were able to come to Plum Village and, along with Thay, 
preside over our annual ordination ceremonies. Some stayed after 
the week of ceremonies and shared about their monastic life in 
Vietnam. I asked Ven. Minh Nghia if he would mind my writing 
articles about his involvement with our Sangha. I understood the 
Venerables were likely to be given some trouble on their return 
from Plum Village. Although Ven. Minh Nghia has already been 
outspoken in his actions to support the Bat Nha Sangha within 
Vietnam, I wanted to be sensitive. I was most impressed by his 
response: “You can write what is true—the truth is good.”

There are, of course, many aspects to the truth. One aspect is 
that the conduct and spirit of the Bat Nha Sangha was admired by 
the elder monastic community, and they truly wanted to help us. 
They risked their peaceful coexistence with the government and put 
their elderly bodies in harm’s way. Ven. Minh Nghia said, “When 
we saw how bravely the young brothers and sisters were acting, 
exemplifying the precepts and enduring immense difficulties, we 
had to act. How could we call ourselves elders of these young 
monastics if we did nothing but stand by and watch?”

One beautiful aspect of the truth is that the poor townspeople 
of Bao Loc and neighboring villages loved us. They demonstrated 
their love in many ways, including secretly bringing food in the 
middle of the night to the 400 young monastics. This proved a 
lifeline during the last three months in Bat Nha monastery when 
electricity and running water had been purposefully cut off. After 
the forcible eviction from Bat Nha in September, the community 

Compassion 
Is the 

Energy that 
Protects

By Brother Chan Phap Lai

photo by Mark Wylie
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took refuge in Phuoc Hue temple in the town of Bao Loc. Here, 
the government, try as they might, using blackmail, bribes, and 
relentless propaganda, found it was impossible to enlist locals 
against the community. Even if the local people could not intercede 
directly, gaining their respect and love was a spiritual success that 
made staying in Bat Nha and Phuoc Hue Temple possible and left 
the local community changed forever.

In an interview concerning the September eviction, Chan Phap 
Si described how a sister, during a lull in the unpleasantness of 
the day, handed him a moon cake. (The monastics had, in effect, 
been starved during the months leading up to the eviction, and 
were very hungry on the day of eviction.) Phap Si, having noticed 
a lone policeman standing in the courtyard and knowing the other 
police had taken time for a lunch break, walked over and offered to 
share the moon cake. The policeman looked at Phap Si strangely, 
then politely declined, saying, “You will need it; you have a long 
journey ahead.” Phap Si was later forcibly driven to his home town 
and placed under house arrest. In the months that followed, police 
came around on spot visits to interrogate him. When they came into 
his house, he skillfully had them partake in a silent tea meditation 
before answering their questions. As a result, trust developed, and 
Phap Si found himself listening to the policemen’s personal suf-
fering. They shared their pain concerning the fact that, as police, 
they often had to do things they felt were wrong. 

On the day of eviction from Bat Nha, both Phap Si and Phap 
Lam placed themselves under a taxi in an effort to prevent their 
younger brothers from being driven off. They had accepted they 

were being forced out of their home but were determined not to 
be dispersed. Phap Lam described his state of mind: “I was not 
angry with the violent actions of the police and the hired thugs. I 
was only conscious of my deep love for the brothers.” This desire 
to protect them led him to place himself under the taxi. His action 
did not come from an idea to demonstrate nonviolently, but was 
the natural response of a monk who had cultivated no-harm as a 
way of being, yet wanted to prevent the community from being 
dispersed.

In Phap Si’s account we heard how a heavy-set policeman 
tried to drag him away from the taxi wheel he had clasped. The 
policeman drew back his fist to hit Phap Si. The punch would 
have been injurious, given the large studded ring Phap Si ob-
served on the policeman’s index finger. At this moment Phap Si 
said he looked into the eyes of the policeman about to hit him. “I 
was completely concentrated on compassion, having no fear or 
resentment, focused only on protecting my younger brothers. I 
believe the policeman was affected by this because as his fist bore 
down it seems he lost the heart to follow through and his fist only 
glanced my face.” Phap Si is convinced it was his concentration 
on compassion that protected him. “In truth we had nothing and 
no one to protect us from the ill-will and violence of that day—
it was only the energy of compassion generated among us that 
protected.” There are so many elating anecdotes like this—small 
triumphs of love over hate.

We are all sad for the country of Vietnam and the disper-
sion of the Sangha. The Abbot of Phuoc Hue, the Venerable Thai 
Thuan, cried and cried. Thay says these tears of love shall go down 
in the history books. Thay also shared that the Sangha has been 
more united by this experience than divided by the government’s 
actions. “The Bat Nha Sangha is already a legend in the history 
of Buddhism in Vietnam,” one which, I believe, we can allow to 
inspire and instruct for years to come.

Dear friends, it would be remiss of me to ask you to share 
your personal insight on the koan without sharing my own. So I 
will end with my reflections on this never-ending koan:

Compassion is the energy that protects. With compassion and 
nonviolence as our way of being, we discover non-fear and need 
not act from anger. Bat Nha is not a distant event, remote from our 
lives in the West, but a collective experience of our international 
community. We are in this together. As individuals and as countries 
we should protect our integrity so that we have the moral right to 
speak out and are free (from vested interest) to act. The brothers 
and sisters of Bat Nha used their time to prepare mentally and 
spiritually for what they knew would come. They made the very 
best of the present moment, enjoying every day of practice. We 
might do the same. 

May your koan practice benefit all living beings. May all be 
well, peaceful, safe, and happy. May all attain enlightenment. No 
discrimination.

Thay suggests we offer our insight in written form to be pub-
lished on www.helpbatnha.org. Please send your personal insights 
on Bat Nha: A Koan to batnhakoan@gmail.com.

Pull quotes:

photo by David Nelson
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At the 1993 Parliament of the World’s 
Religions (PWR) in Chicago, I first heard 
Thich Nhat Hanh ask, “What is our capac-
ity to enjoy peace?” Seventeen years later, 
I continue to ask the question of myself, 
my clients, and my students.

The PWR gathers people practicing 
in various spiritual traditions around the 
world in order to deepen mutual under-
standing. The gatherings are informational 
and inspirational. And while “talk” is the 
base root of the word parliament, partici-
pants make consistent and conscientious 
efforts to find ways to “walk the talk.” 
Many seek to act upon the life-affirming 
goals and teachings received throughout 
the week. 

Taking part in the parliaments with 
my husband, Art, has been a great learn-
ing and sharing experience. Since I heard 
Thay’s question in 1993, I have attended 
the three subsequent PWRs: in Cape Town, 
Barcelona and most recently, Melbourne. 
The December 2009 Melbourne Parlia-
ment included an exhibit entitled “Sacred 
Sites, Sacred Solidarity.” The display fea-
tured posters of sanctuaries, shrines, holy 
cities, and sacred mountains in many faith 
traditions. Each site was or is threatened by 
environmental or political attacks. 

The Engaged Buddhism poster fea-
tured Bat Nha monastery and included a 
summary of recent events. Standing at the 
exhibit, I collected over 200 signatures to 
send to U.S. White House officials, the 
European Parliament, the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations, and the Consul 
General in Hanoi. The signatures repre-
sented over nineteen faiths and fourteen 
countries. A Vietnamese man living in 
Australia thanked me profusely and pho-
tographed me with the Bat Nha poster for 
a journal article for Vietnamese Catholics 
in Australia. The Mindfulness Practice 
Communities of Australia collaborated 
to produce a pamphlet on the Bat Nha 
monastics that circulated through the 
week. The pamphlet included Plum Village 
contact information and the helpbatnha.
org website.

Wearing my Tiep Hien Order brown 
jacket during the Parliament was an honor 
and a responsibility. I was careful to walk 
mindfully throughout the day. A few other 
Order members were present and it was 

AWalking  
the Talk 

Peaceful Relations  
at the Parliament of  

the World’s Religions

By Clare Sartori

Interfacing with 

people of various 

tradit ions is an 

example of  how 

we can practice 

interbeing, learning 

from others as we 

allow the Dharma 

to flower within  

our presence.

Sand artist “painting” symbols and stories at Parliament 

of the World’s Religions. Photo by Hal Martin.
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gratifying to connect. I also felt supported by the presence of Bud-
dhist practitioners and people from other spiritual traditions. 

An Obama administration representative came to hear what 
people of various faiths felt were the most pressing issues. He said 
he’s a Buddhist who gained a lot from Thich Nhat Hanh. He was 
well informed about Bat Nha and discouraged by the response 
from the Vietnamese government. He claimed the government 
had been trying to cast the situation in terms of inter-Buddhist 
rivalries, but that was clearly a false perception. 

After one talk, I met a Buddhist nun, the Reverend Guo Cheen, 
who was eager to discuss Bat Nha. She became instrumental in 
organizing a discussion of possible actions to support the peaceful 
monks and nuns being harassed. Reverend Cheen facilitated the 
session and follow-up actions by posting the Bat Nha petition and 
Thay’s koan on websites for The Compassionate Action Network 
and Peace Next. 

The Bat Nha discussion followed a recorded talk by Thay, 
addressed to parliamentarians and those planning to attend the 
Copenhagen Climate Change summit. We were delighted when 
Brother Phap Kham joined the group. We were also joined by a 
young Buddhist monk from another tradition who lived in Vietnam 
and had been harassed by the religious police. Brother Phap Kham 
began our meeting with singing, then offered the latest news. 
He said that the monastics would appreciate our expressions of 
spiritual solidarity and prayers. The next morning, a gentleman 
from our group, Hal, created a YouTube video (http://www.vimeo.
com/8115448) that the monastics could see in Vietnam. The video 
includes individual expressions of spiritual support for the mo-
nastics, beautiful images, and loving verses of hope and comfort. 
When Hal asked some Vietnamese if they would like to be in the 
video, they looked quite fearful. They explained they didn’t want 
to risk losing their visas to return to Vietnam. 

Every day outside the Parliament, a group of people stood 
with signs saying their brand of truth was the only truth. The first 
day I passed them, my shoulders rose in an involuntary defensive 
stance. I became aware of my breath, smiled, then dropped my 
shoulders. I frequently practiced metta along my walks. The last 
day, I walked over to the people holding the banner and spoke with 
them. We were able to find some common ground and maintain 
mutual respect. My heart had truly widened; I felt much compas-
sion for them and gratitude to Thay and for the circumstances that 
brought me to this practice.

The title “Unified Buddhist Church” is so much more mean-
ingful to me following my experience in Melbourne. Interfacing 
with people of various traditions is an example of how we can 
practice interbeing, learning from others as we allow the Dharma 
to flower within our presence. Like many practitioners, I remain 
connected to my root tradition. I attend a weekly gathering at a 
church in our home community in Rhode Island. The gathering 
includes ministers and lay people from various Christian faiths, 
all engaged in social justice issues. They have welcomed learning 
about Buddhist practices such a non-dualistic thinking, nonattach-
ment to views, awareness of suffering, mindful speech and deep 
listening. Because the monastics of Bat Nha are not permitted 

to practice together in Vietnam, they are present within me as I 
practice and I believe they smile as I forge harmonious relation-
ships with people who have different views.

Clare Sartori, True 
Mountain of  Peace , 
practices with Clear 
Heart Sangha in Wake-
field, Rhode Island. She 
is a psychotherapist 
and has been involved 
in interfaith activities for 
over 20 years.

The first day I passed them, my 

shoulders rose in an involuntary 

defensive stance. I became 

aware of my breath, smiled, 

then dropped my shoulders.

Aboriginal elders at Parliament of the World’s Religions. Photo by Hal Martin.
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In the year 1010, one thousand years ago, the first king of the 
Ly dynasty founded Thang Long, the city now known as Hanoi. 
The Ly dynasty has been described as “the most compassionate, 
peaceful and harmonious in the history of Vietnam” by the emi-
nent historian Hoang Xuan Han. This, he wrote, was “thanks to 
the influence of Buddhism.”

The first king of the Ly dynasty was Ly Thai To. From a very 
young age he had been trained as a Buddhist monastic aspirant 
at Luc To temple by Zen Master Van Hanh. When he ascended to 
the throne he organized political and cultural life in the spirit of 
openness, fearlessness, and non-dualism as taught by Zen Master 
Van Hanh. 

The practice of Buddhism gave the nation a solid foundation 
of peace and happiness that lasted for centuries. Ly Nhah Tong, 
the fourth king in the Ly Dynasty, spoke of Master Van Hanh with 
great respect. “Master Van Hanh’s actions embraced the whole of 
the past, present, and future,” he said. “His words presaged events 
with extraordinary accuracy. In his hometown Co Phap, he needed 
only to plant his staff in the ground and sit in stillness, and the city 
of Thang Long could enjoy stability and peace for ever.” 

Ten thousand actions embrace past, present, and future, 
Words of foretelling are effective, 

With a monk’s staff firmly planted in Co Phap 
Stability reigns in the kingdom.

The best way to celebrate 1,000 years of Hanoi is for the 
government and the whole nation to endeavour to take up and 

I
Celebrating Hanoi’s Anniversary

Twelve Proposals

By Thich Nhat Hanh

continue the work our forefathers began in founding the capital, 
namely:

1. To establish a university with the name Van Hanh, 
offering courses that have the capacity to transmit the spirit of 
openness, fearlessness, and non-dualism as taught by Master Van 
Hanh. Other campuses can be established simultaneously in other 
major cities of the country.

2. To allocate time for the daily study of global ethics at 
all levels of education, and invest money in training teachers to 
teach ethics, in the light both of traditional Vietnamese cultural 
values and global ethics. The classes should offer concrete prac-
tices that can be applied to address contemporary social evils such 
as domestic violence, divorce, suicide, drug abuse, prostitution, 
abuse of power, and corruption. In this way, the policy of model 
ethical towns and villages can be realized. 

3. To call for a summit of all religious traditions and 
charitable organizations in Vietnam to draft a non-sectarian 
Charter of Ethics that can be a basis for the practice of ethics 
throughout the country. This text should have the capacity to bring 
about a healthy and compassionate society and save the planet. 
Each tradition should present and contribute their own ethical code 
(for example, Buddhism would present the Revised Five Mindful-
ness Trainings), and together discuss, exchange, and learn from 
one another how these principles can be applied in family life, 
schools, and workplaces. Recitations of the resulting non-sectarian 
text can be organized once a month in every temple, church, town 
hall, or library. Government officials should also attend recitations 
alongside ordinary citizens. 

photos courtesy of  the monastic Sangha



No Enemy, No Duality

Thay’s Celebrating Hanoi’s Anniversary
By Susan O’Leary

Within weeks of the final official dispersion of the Bat Nha 
monastics, Thay presented us with two powerful teachings: Bat 
Nha: A Koan and Celebrating Hanoi’s Anniversary. The koan asks 
us to look deeply, to become determined to penetrate its meaning 
by reading and remaining with the experiences, perceptions, 
and questions of five people touched by Bat Nha. The Twelve 
Proposals—based not in Zen stories but in ethical action—can 
also be pivotal teachings for Thay’s students as we practice 
engaged Buddhism in the world. Strong, fearless proposals 
grounded in the thousand-year-old wisdom of Zen Master Van 
Hanh, they remind us to return to our roots as refuge when 
acting. They call for compassion and generosity, ethical study and 
leadership, global care and stewardship, and true ecumenical 
religious freedom.  

The koan and the proposals are close teachings of the Bat Nha 
era. In the koan story of the communist government official, Thay 
refers to the 1,000-year anniversary of the founding of Hanoi. 
Reading them together and remembering in our hearts the loving, 
concentrated actions of the Bat Nha monks and nuns, might shed 
light for practitioners on the Tenth Mindfulness Training of the 
Order of Interbeing, a sometimes difficult training to resolve. 

The Tenth Mindfulness Training:  
Protecting the Sangha

Aware that the essence and aim of a Sangha is the practice of 
understanding and compassion, we are determined not to use the 
Buddhist community for personal gain or profit or transform our 
community into a political instrument. A spiritual community should, 
however, take a clear stand against oppression and injustice and 
should strive to change the situation without engaging in partisan 
conflicts.

Just as the personages of the koan kept questioning, we might 
also ask questions like these in reading Thay’s proposals:

Am I taking a clear stand against oppression and injustice?

Are my actions grounded in inclusiveness, non-fear, and non-
duality? 

Is my action an action or reaction? Does it demonstrate that I do 
not see others as separate from myself? 

Does my action arise from an inner freedom of compassion and 
understanding?

Thay’s writings of this era remind us to be engaged in the world 
while having no enemies. To find the beauty as we breathe and 
walk in moments of suffering. An engaged Buddhist political action 
resides in non-fear and non-duality. It is grounded in kindness and 
inclusiveness, and does take a stand. The action itself manifests 
the teachings. 

 
Susan O’Leary, Deep Confidence of  the Heart, practices with the 
SnowFlower Sangha in Madison, Wisconsin. She is the author of  

several books and essays.

4. To establish councils of wise and ethical people in vil-
lages, towns, and cities. These councils should be composed of 
people renowned for their kindness and virtue, who can be ethi-
cal role models for the community. The councils could include 
Catholic priests, Protestant Ministers, and Buddhist Abbots 
and Abbesses, who would care for the ethical well-being of the 
community with their wisdom, loving kindness, encouragement, 
and firmness. 

5. To offer an amnesty for all those in exile abroad, ban-
ished from their hometown within Vietnam, or imprisoned, 
whether for being members of unauthorized organizations or 
churches or because they have called for pluralism, multipartyism, 
freedom of religion, or freedom of speech. A number of prisoners 
should be given early release on social work under the guidance 
and sponsorship of ordained members of all religions. 

6. To repeal taxes for anyone without a home, a job, or 
a source of income. 

7. To establish Sunday as a “No Car Day” in Hanoi and 
other big cities and towns: citizens should only use bicycles, rick-
shaws, or horse carriages, or walk, except in emergencies. Sunday 
should also be a No-Smoking Day and No-Alcohol Day—a day 
on which no cigarettes, wine, or beer is sold. 

8. To support the establishment of vegetarian restaurants 
in the capital and other major cities. Every restaurant must of-
fer at least a few vegetarian dishes on the menu, and everyone 
should be encouraged to be vegetarian for at least 15 days a 
month (according to the UN’s recommendations to cut back 
meat consumption by 50% to save the planet). Those who fully 
embrace a vegetarian diet can benefit from a 50% discount on 
their health insurance contributions. 

9. To subsidize solar power technology for cooking rice, 
boiling water, lighting, preparing tea, washing clothes, and so 
on. 

10. To end the production and use of plastic bags and 
packaging. 

11. To call for a Great Buddhist Summit, and invite 
Venerable monks and nuns from inside and outside the country 
to re-establish a People’s Buddhist Church, totally free from 
political interference. 

12. To organize retreats in Vietnam for Vietnamese peo-
ple and foreigners to learn and practice ways to transform 
violence and build brotherhood and sisterhood in the spirit 
of openness and non-dualism as taught by Zen Master Van 
Hanh.

If the government, law-makers, and law-enforcers of the 
country do not want to, or cannot, realize these proposals, then 
we, the People, will do it by ourselves, beginning with the Bud-
dhists and with the support of other religions and charitable 
associations.

 
The Zen Master’s name “Van Hanh” means “Ten Thousand 
Actions;” The Zen Master’s name “Nhat Hanh” means “One 
Action.” Thich Nhat Hanh founded a “Van Hanh Buddhist Uni-
versity” in Saigon in the early 1960s.
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“Sentient beings are numberless. I vow to awaken them.” This is 
the first of the four great bodhisattva vows of Mahayana Buddhism. 
Whether or not we aspire to be bodhisattvas, once we embark on 
the Buddhist path we realize that we are practicing not only for 
ourselves but for the world. As an educator working with young 
people, I’ve been particularly aware of the tremendous opportunity 
I’ve been given to help others awaken.

My involvement with Thay and with mindfulness in education 
began almost simultaneously. It was 1987, and I was working as 
a high school mathematics teacher. My school community was 
experiencing an unusual amount of stress following four attempted 
suicides. One day that winter I began reading The Miracle of Mind-
fulness and saw immediately how useful its teachings could be for 
my very busy students. If they incorporated mindfulness into their 
lives, they would be able to cope with life’s inevitable challenges. 
The very next day I began to share short readings from the book 
with my classes, following our opening silence. Starting from the 
initial lesson about how to have unlimited time for oneself, students 

“

My Path as a 
Mindful Educator

By Richard Brady

I came home with a 

small bell and brought 

it to my math classes.
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appreciated these readings as supplements to their mathematical 
learning. When I finished reading that book, the students asked 
for another, and I read them The Sun My Heart.  

Thay’s teachings sounded wonderful to me. However, the 
way of living he portrayed in these books felt so different from 
my own. It seemed to me that I could not get there from where I 
was. As fate would have it, near the end of that school year when 
the seniors returned from three weeks of working off-campus on 
senior projects, I noticed a presentation by one of the seniors—a 
boy named Chris—about his project at the Zen Center of Washing-
ton, DC. “Here is someone with meditation experience, someone I 
can learn from,” I thought. Chris began his presentation by telling 
us that a classmate and he had been reading Eastern religion and 
philosophy since seventh grade. Recently, he had discovered the 
local Zen center and “decided to put my body where my mind 
was.” I felt Chris was talking directly to me.

He spoke of his experience with tremendous enthusiasm. He 
showed pictures and recounted some dramatic experiences he’d 
had during the three-day intensive meditation retreat he attended 
as part of his project. At the conclusion of his talk, another student 
asked Chris whether his life was different now in any way besides 
the amount of time he spent sitting on cushions. Chris responded 
by saying that meditation had many effects on him. “However,” 
he added, “most are so subtle I can’t put them into words.” After 
a pause, he went on, “I can tell you that I am less angry.” Chris’s 
presentation, especially this last statement, was very moving to 
me. I thanked him and made a promise to him and to myself that 
I would try to meditate.  

One year later I met Thay at Omega Institute in New York. 
There I was introduced to the custom of stopping at the sound 
of a bell and giving my full attention to the present moment. I 
came home with a small bell and brought it to my math classes. I 
sounded it at the beginning of class, and from time to time during 
the class period, to help the students stop and center themselves. 
Time seemed to stop during those brief moments. The students 

responded to the bell with respect. When I came home, I also 
began a daily sitting practice and helped found the Washington 
Mindfulness Community.

As my meditation practice matured, my life started to slow 
down. I became more relaxed. Mindfulness practice was helping 
me handle my emotions in a healthy way, improving my awareness, 
and increasing my sense of well-being. I now had the confidence 
I needed to teach it to students. In the health component of our 
Freshman Studies course, I began teaching meditation to help our 
ninth-graders create more space in their lives and reduce stress. 

Then, since math tests were a source of stress for so many students, 
I started to offer guided meditations before each test and quiz. First 
I asked students to get in touch with their emotions—excitement, 
nervousness, even fear—and then to observe these emotions with-
out getting carried away by them. Next, I asked them to visualize 
a time when they had felt good about some mathematical ac-
complishment, perhaps learning to count or solving a particularly 
challenging algebra problem. After a couple of minutes, students 
were ready to begin work with a positive focus.

I was the only teacher in my school sharing mindfulness prac-
tices with students, so I was most gratified when Thay extended 
a special invitation to educators to attend his two U.S. retreats in 
2001. During these retreats, educators had opportunities to meet 
in interest groups and share thoughts about promoting mindful-
ness in their educational institutions. After the retreats several 
of us formed the Mindfulness in Education Network (MiEN) as 
a continuation of these groups. MiEN’s first endeavor was the 
creation of a listserv, which started with 86 people. It now has 
550 participants worldwide, ranging from kindergarten teachers 
to university professors and adult educators. Participants use the 
listserv to share their successes, challenges, and advice. More 
recently, the MiEN website (www.mindfuled.org) was developed. 
It includes many resources on mindfulness in education and in-
structions on how to join the listserv.  
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Wanting to expand the role of mindfulness in my mathemat-
ics teaching, I attended The Center for Contemplative Mind in 
Society’s first weeklong summer workshop on contemplative 
curriculum development in 2005. My plan was to add a contem-
plative component to my tenth-grade honors geometry course. 
The workshop presenters and the other participants, thirty-five 
professors from the U.S. and Canada, were inspiring. I returned 
home with new ideas about contemplative reading and journal-
ing and, more importantly, a profound sense of trust in the whole 
endeavor. I knew I still had a lot to learn and that I would make 
mistakes. I also saw that it would take time for many of my students 
to reap the full benefits of contemplative methods of learning. I 

was clear about their value and would try to communicate that 
clarity to my students. I would use these methods myself and grow 
as a learner alongside them. The course featured five minutes of 
contemplative practice (journal writing, meditation, or yoga) at 
the beginning of each class. I’ve described it in the paper Learning 
to Stop, Stopping to Learn, which can be found on my website, 
www.mindingyourlife.net.   

In 2007 I retired from high school math teaching, wanting 
to work full time promoting mindfulness in education. During 
the past three years, I’ve offered mindfulness programs to educa-
tors and students, written articles, co-edited a book (Tuning In: 
Mindfulness in Teaching and Learning), and coordinated the first 
three MiEN national conferences. The conferences bring together 
several hundred participants, including early childhood educators, 
professors, counselors, and yoga teachers. They come to hear 
leaders in their fields describe the latest results in mindfulness 
research, university courses based on mindfulness, and creative 
approaches for sharing mindfulness with K-12 students. And they 
come to network with others who share a common passion. I leave 
each conference feeling informed, energized, and supported by the 
work of many others.

It has been my privilege to be involved with other organiza-
tions that focus on mindfulness in education. These include The 
Center for Contemplative Mind in Society, which has supported 
contemplative pedagogy in higher education since the early 1990s, 
and its recently formed Association for Contemplative Mind in 
Higher Education. It also includes Inner Kids, and the Association 
for Mindfulness in Education, which focus on K-12 education. 
Links to these and other organizations can be found on the MiEN 

website. My greatest joy remains finding skillful ways to invite 
educators and students to practice, whether through including 
poems and short teaching stories in my writings, or offering short 
practice opportunities during my presentations. 

Those of us who share mindfulness with young people often 
ask ourselves, “At the end of the day, has it made a difference?” 
We believe it has, but controlled research studies aside, do we re-
ally know? Four years ago, at my school’s annual holiday alumni 
reception, I had a memorable conversation with Tom, a former 
student whom I had last seen when he graduated in 1989. Tom 
shared something of his career path, ending with his current job 

as a compliance lawyer for the World Bank. When he asked me 
what I was up to, I handed him my Minding Your Life business 
card. “Mindfulness Education,” he read. “That’s like the story 
you read to us about washing the dishes.” (He was referring to 
Thay’s story about being present to washing the dishes from The 
Miracle of Mindfulness.) I was surprised Tom remembered the 
story eighteen years later. It turned out that in the interim he had 
also read several books on mindfulness. 

Five weeks later I discovered that the Center for Contempla-
tive Mind in Society would be holding a meditation retreat for 
law professionals at Spirit Rock Meditation Center in the spring. 
I sent Tom an email suggesting he check it out. I also mentioned 
that I had been moved by his recollection of the dishwashing story. 
Tom replied immediately, thanking me for the recommendation 
and concluding, “And if it means something to you, I’d be very 
surprised if there are any of us who were in that BC Calculus class 
back in ’88–’89 who don’t remember the introduction you gave 
us then to Thich Nhat Hanh.”

Richard Brady, True Dharma Bridge, 
received the Lamp Transmission in 

2001 to work with young people. He 
lives in Putney, Vermont, where he 

practices with the Mountains and Rivers 
Mindfulness Community.

Since math tests were a source of 

stress for so many students, I started 

to offer guided meditations before 

each test and quiz.
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“If you want to think like a hummingbird, be the hummingbird.”   
- Sister Dang Nghiem

Arriving at Deer Park Monastery for the Meditation and Education 
Retreat last November, I kept having one recurring thought: I want 
to learn how to connect to students. As a new, young professor, I 
was surprised at how disconnected I felt from the undergraduate 
students in my classes. Had so much changed in the nine years 
since I was an undergrad? Was this a generation gap? Was it be-
cause I was Canadian? How could I support American students 
if I didn’t understand what they were going through? This retreat 
was an opportunity to figure these students out. I decided I would 
watch. I’d listen. I’d lurk.

It didn’t take long before the collective consciousness at Deer 
Park cut through my reality. “No lurking,” joked Brother Phap 
De at the registration desk, as he made suggestions about what I 
could do for the hour before dinner. How did he know? Monastic 
mind meld? Nah—coincidence. I left the registration desk smil-
ing as I retreated effortlessly into my sense of separateness, my 
ego mind.

Walking around before dinner, I came across two students. We 
smiled, and one student remarked that he had nothing to do for the 
next hour and  didn’t know what to do with himself; he was used to 
running from one thing to the next. The other student asked with 
a sense of intrigue and excitement, “Are you Buddhist? Because 
that would be cool.” Exhaustion and openness to Buddhism—I 
could easily identify with both of those sentiments.

Eating meditation was followed by a brief walking medita-
tion and orientation, led by Sister Dang Nghiem (Sister D) and 
Sister Hang Nghiem. We sang songs together, but we started off 
quietly and with some trepidation. To bring us out of our shells, 
Sister D reminded us: “We’re young, strong, and idealistic at this 
age, so let’s really sing!” And we did! Listening to Sister D and 
singing with the Sangha, I remembered a time when I saw my life 
as a path of change and growth, when I felt I could do anything, 
when I thought I could change the world. Life felt a little difficult 
for me at that time, but I really believed that every moment was 
an opportunity. 

Looking around now and recalling that excitement for life, I 
understood something that gave rise to a feeling of joy. The issue 
wasn’t about connecting with students. If there was a missing 
connection, it was with myself.

Later that night I felt the energy of the young women in the 
tent next to me as they oscillated between gentle giggles and 
roaring laughter. I imagined they were young coyotes roaming 
free on the side of the hidden mountain. What spirit! The next 
day, speaking with a few other professors, I learned that one of 
them had shed a tear of joy when she heard Sister D’s words, 
and another felt as though Sister D had been talking directly to 
the professors: “We are young and strong!” (A Pat Benatar song 
pops into my mind.) “We can be idealistic too. We can be coyotes 

A
Teaching 
the Student 
Within
By Sara Unsworth
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roaming the mountainside, if that’s who we want to be. The world 
is full of possibilities.”

Reflecting more on my youth (well, my earlier youth), I was 
able to touch both the joy and suffering I experienced as a stu-
dent. I had a sense of excitement for learning about the world and 
traveling it, and a feeling that I could become anyone I wanted to 
be. But I also felt an intense need to prove myself and to compete 
for the top spots. It was a zero sum game: somebody was going 
to win and somebody was going to lose. As a graduate student, I 
was told by professors that I didn’t know how easy I had it. These 
seeds had been watered in me, and recently I had found myself 
looking at students with the same lack of compassion. I realize 
now that it is very difficult to be a student when professors look 
down on you. I can see myself in my students, and I can see them 
in me. I would like my job to be focused on supporting students, 
rather than testing and judging them.

I was a student for the remainder of the 
weekend. I learned from the students, teach-
ers, and monastics, and also from myself. I sat 
in silence with the Sangha. During orienta-
tion, the students were asked how many had 
never sat in silence during dinner, and most 
raised their hands. I walked in silence with 
the Sangha—a group of people moving in the 
direction of peace and happiness. I allowed 
the mindful breath of others to become my 
mindful breath.  

During the Dharma talk, I sat as a student and learned from 
Brother Phap Dung about challenging the status quo in our lives, 
hearts, and minds. During an activity focused on the mindfulness 
trainings, I sat as a student and heard other students talk about 
true love, interbeing, gratitude, compassion, and tolerance. One 
student reminded us all of the importance of loving deeply and 
listening with compassion. What wisdom!

Later that night, the young coyotes were at it again, and this 
time they were howling to the tune of “One finger wiggles, one 
finger wiggles, one finger wiggles, it’s enough to be happy…”

The next day we hiked in silence to the top of the mountain 
and did sitting meditation above the clouds. It was very healing 
to feel supported by the earth as we sat solidly in the present mo-
ment. During a question and answer period later that morning, 
students asked about bringing the kind of love and tolerance they 
experienced inside the monastery out into the “real world.” Brother 
Phap Dung turned our attention to the world we are, by discussing 
connections between our inner peace and peace in world, and by 
encouraging us to approach life with openness. 

Brother Phap Dung suggested that we consider the ability 
to cultivate happiness as a necessary skill for any job or career. I 
realized that I could rewrite my job description as a professor to 
include cultivating happiness. I hope to cultivate this happiness 
in my classroom and in my relationship with students. I see that 
in order to connect with students I have to find the student inside 
myself, and that providing support for students depends on my 
ability to cultivate happiness for myself. Learning how to water 

the seeds of compassion for the student within 
me will allow me to find compassion for the 
students I mentor, and will also allow me to 
find the teacher inside myself. 

I do not want to be a robot, programmed 
by ideas of being a professor that are based on 
a desire for admiration, achievement, respect, 
and fame. I will move in the direction of love 
and compassion, and will cultivate the ability to 
mentor with a heart that is open to the suffering 
and idealism of students. 

I am grateful to all of my teachers, including those who at-
tended and helped to organize this retreat, and those who have 
been a part of my life and the lives of my ancestors. I’ll end with 
the words of a graduate student who also came to the retreat: “It 
was, like, the best thing I have ever done, ever.”

 

Sara Unsworth, Joyful Stream of  the Heart, practices with 
the World Beat Sangha in San Diego, California. She grew up 
in Alberta, Canada. She now teaches psychology at San Diego 
State University.

The other student asked 

with a sense of intrigue 

and excitement, “Are you 

Buddhist? Because that 

would be cool.”
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Through the teachings of Thich Nhat Hanh and others, in-
cluding Pema Chodron and Jon Kabat-Zinn, I have learned to lean 
into all of life’s experiences. I have learned to use my breath to 
encounter and accept life in the present moment and to find equa-
nimity. I am much less reactive and am better able to meet life’s 
daily challenges with calm, clarity, and perspective. As a teacher 
and teacher educator, I embody these experiences, and I am better 
able to share them with students like Raymond. 

Raymond gradually became comfortable with his mindfulness 
practice. He looked forward to it and expected it to be part of his 
day. He learned that he didn’t have to react to every thought that 
came into his mind. He, his mother, and I noticed his newfound 
ability to tap into deeper states of concentration. He was less rest-
less and more easily able to deal with classroom stimulation and 
distraction. He was more at peace.

I imagine Raymond continuing to learn how to live in the 
present moment, to respond consciously in the world instead of 
reacting automatically, and to focus without being distracted by 
the chatter of continuous thoughts. Our schools are fertile grounds 
for seeds of mindfulness. If we offer these lessons to our children, 
we will, in some measure, better prepare 
them for each moment of their unpredict-
able, joyous, painful, confusing, beautiful, 
everyday lives, both in school and in the 
world beyond. 

Shelley Murphy is completing her 
doctorate in Curriculum, Teaching, and 
Learning at the University of  Toronto. A 

former inner city elementary teacher, she 
is currently a teacher educator. 

Raymond skips through the door of our classroom. He is talking 
from the moment he arrives, providing a running commentary on 
everything he sees. Raymond has a hard time “making the thoughts 
in my head stop,” as he puts it. When we take our seats, his wide 
eyes fix on the Tibetan-like bells at the front of the class. I can 
almost see the thoughts begin to slow in his mind. When I first 
introduced the bells to our class, eight-year-old Raymond had a 
thousand comments and questions: “Where are they from? What 
are they made of? Can I ring them? Are they a musical instrument? 
I play the recorder... what do you play?”

We are now months into the school year. Each day begins 
and ends with the chiming of the bells. I chime the bells a few 
times, and each student becomes increasingly more aware of his 
or her breathing. Raymond listens—and keeps listening until he 
can no longer hear the sound and vibration of the bells. His eyes 
are closed, his attention concentrated on his belly rising and fall-
ing and on his in-breath and out-breath. The thoughts that were 
monopolizing his attention appear to have receded to the periphery 
of his consciousness.   

Raymond is learning to touch the silence and stillness within 
himself. He is learning that there is a place inside him where he can 
go when he’s overwhelmed by thoughts or when he’s feeling angry, 
sad, or upset. He is easily able to articulate what the ringing of the 
bells and breathing mean to him: “I feel relaxed and calm, and it 
helps when I have too many thoughts in my head at once.”

What if this kind of experience could be seamlessly woven 
into the elementary school day and children could be taught to 
notice their thoughts rather than be drawn into them? What if they 
could be taught to use their breath to find equanimity, to be more 
self-aware and less reactive, and to meet each moment with more 
attention and presence?  

It is difficult to teach these kinds of life lessons if we haven’t 
authentically embraced the experiences ourselves. My own 
mindfulness practice began eight years ago. I had recently been 
diagnosed with a physically debilitating disease and was in search 
of something that might help my physical healing. Looking back 
now, I realize I was grasping for anything that might shield me from 
the sharp edges of pain and illness. Not long after the diagnosis, 
a friend of mine introduced me to a book by Thich Nhat Hanh 
called Peace Is Every Step. His teachings held transformative 
lessons for me and, to my surprise, they helped propel me toward 
an inner balance that included my pain and illness. His powerful 
poem, “Please Call Me by My True Names,” still resonates with 
me. One stanza reads:

My joy is like spring, so warm it makes flowers bloom 
all over the Earth.
 My pain is like a river of tears, so vast it fills the four 
oceans.
 Please call me by my true names,
 so I can hear all my cries and laughter at once,
 so I can see that my joy and pain are one.
 Please call me by my true names,
 so I can see that my joy and pain are one.

R
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My student is pregnant.

I know that Mary is not alone. She has much company among 
thousands of high school students in the United States who get 
pregnant before graduation. Still, when I heard the news from 
another teacher, I literally sucked in air. In my mind, I was scream-
ing, “What?!” I can’t say that my mindfulness practice kicked in 
to help at that moment. Or even later that night.

I went home feeling the compulsion to do something, to help 
Mary make the right decision. I looked for books on parenting and 
thought about how I could diplomatically give her a book. Now 
a senior, Mary had been my student during her 9th and 10th grade 
years. I was her academic advisor and supported her through an 
abusive relationship and a period when she nearly dropped out of 
school. I had developed a relationship with her family, including 
her mother, who had given birth to Mary at age fifteen. I felt close 
to Mary and invested in her future.  

My mind was racing: “No, no, no. I don’t want her to repeat 
the struggles of her mother. I don’t want her to have to sacrifice her 
education. I don’t want her to keep the child because her boyfriend 
is pressuring her to. I don’t want her to fall into believing that her 
life only has meaning if she becomes a mother.”

In my mind, I searched for a teaching to support my view. 
I remembered reading a powerful passage of Thay’s about no-
coming and no-going. He wrote about his mother having a mis-
carriage, and wondered if he was the child who had almost come 
out and instead decided to come back when the conditions were 
right. Could Mary’s decision to have an abortion mean that the 
conditions were not right? I grappled with this thought, knowing 
that it was also my practice to hold reverence for life. My mind 
felt cloudy, but even more, my heart lacked clarity. As a teacher, I 
have associated students’ success with graduating, going to college, 
and having a healthy sense of themselves. I did not want Mary to 
have this child because it would indicate my own failure. Quickly, 
it became my fault that I had not provided the right environment 
or support as a teacher. 

M

A Teacher’s 
Lesson in Deep 

Listening
By Young Whan Choi

Later that week, I caught up with Mary. She told me that she 
was pregnant and she cried. She wanted to have an abortion but 
was feeling a lot of pressure to keep the child. She told me that 
she would have the abortion even if her boyfriend left her. She 
emphasized that it was her decision. I gave her a hug. She went 
off to her math class.

Five days later, we met for lunch. I asked how she was feeling. 
“Much better,” came the reply. I was surprised and expectant. What 
had she decided? Had she finally broken free from the controlling 
demands of her boyfriend and stood up for herself?

She had decided to keep the baby. In that moment, I took a 
breath. I noticed that I had a desire to change her mind. She talked 
about the conversations she had with her aunt, her dad, her mother, 
her boyfriend’s sister. It was a blur. My mind searched for the right 
words to say, the words that would change her mind. If I could say 
the right words, I hoped, then she would have the strength to stand 
up for herself. I found myself so strongly wanting to say the right 
thing that I forgot to listen deeply.  

I took another breath, bringing attention to my inhale and my 
exhale. I remembered to listen with my full attention.

A brief moment passed. In my attachment to fixing the situa-
tion, her words had whizzed past me like a flurry in a snowstorm; 
with a mindful breath, they were now drifting down, snowflake by 
snowflake. I heard her talk about how much she feared judgment. 
She had almost dropped out of school this week because she wor-
ried about how other students would judge her when they saw that 
she was pregnant. All of her conversations helped her to feel that 
she could be strong in herself regardless of what others said. She 
was going to finish high school and continue with her education 
even though she worried others would second-guess her decision 
to keep the baby. She felt happier, lighter now.  

All of this was hard to accept. Even as Mary told me how she 
felt good and strong in her decision, I wanted to challenge her. 
My practice of mindfulness helped me recognize my attachment 
to outcomes. I acknowledged that I was desperate to convince 
her to reconsider. Each mindful breath brought awareness to my 
attachments and loosened their grip; my mind became unfettered, 
free, and open to insight. I became present for Mary.  

I have no idea what will happen. Will Mary stick with her 
decision? Will she graduate from high school? Will she stay 
strong and fulfill her goal to graduate even as she starts to show 
her pregnancy? The questions also turn toward my own role. 
Did I say the right things? Did I advocate strongly enough? My 
mindfulness practice reminds me of the one thing that I did do. 
I listened. 

 
Young Whan Choi, Radiant 

Forest of  the Heart, has been 
an educator for twelve years in 

various locations, including Corea, 
NY, Providence, RI, and currently 

Oakland, CA. Young Whan 
practices with The Hellajust and 

Compassionate Sangha, a people 
of  color Sangha in the Bay Area. 



“It is easier to build strong children than to repair broken men.”

-Frederick Douglass 

I’ve often found dealing with myself and my own expectations a 
more difficult challenge than dealing with some of the toughest 
children. I’ve worked for a long time with troubled children, and 
when I started out I had high expectations for the power of mind-
fulness, imagining the chaotic classroom I taught in at a mental 
hospital suddenly transformed into an oasis of peace to rival any 
monastery. In the fantasy, not only did the kids come to practice 
mindfulness on their own—their emotional and behavioral issues 
cured—but the other teachers and staff sought out my wisdom in 
classroom management and clinical theories. This hardly hap-
pened, but once I let go of the struggle, I came to appreciate the 
somewhat more frequent moments of peace that came with pa-
tience and practice. And though I don’t know how those kids turned 
out, I sometimes encounter people who have come out the other 
side. I worked with a man who had recently been released from 
prison. He remembered and clearly treasured a visit from a yoga 
instructor who had paid a visit to the prison many years before. 
The man had practiced almost daily since then, and was one of the 
most engaged members of the mindfulness group at the halfway 
house. Someone had planted the seeds of freedom and taught him 
to water them. We were both fortunate to have found each other 
in the halfway house where the conditions arose to cultivate and 
strengthen his practice that had been planted years ago. 

I

Tending 
the Whole 

Garden
Teaching Yourself,  
Teaching Children

By Christopher Willard

It is vital to keep checking in with ourselves and our inten-
tions, as well as our expectations for the children. Ask yourself: 
What are my goals? Are they reasonable given the child I am 
working with? Have I become too attached to the idea of this child 
changing or learning to meditate? Have I become too attached to 
my role as a teacher? And no matter how important meditation 
or mindfulness practice may be to you personally, it may not be 
the right time for the child you are trying to teach. Pema Chodron 
writes: “The truth you believe and cling to makes you unavailable 
to hear anything new,” and often we blind ourselves by clinging 
to the idea that meditation is the one answer. Remain aware of 
your own hopes for them and encourage, but do not push or get 
overattached to, certain outcomes. Realistic expectations are very 
different from low expectations, and hopes and intentions should 
not be confused with expectations. This practice is challenging for 
lifelong practitioners, so will certainly be difficult for children. 
But remember too that frustration and failure have often been the 
best teachers of the masters.

Hold realistic hopes and intentions for yourself and for the 
children—be patient, challenge yourself and those you work with, 
but do not push too hard. Experience (and research) suggests 
that children do best with shorter meditative activities practiced 
more often. Thich Nhat Hanh suggests letting children mindfully 
walk five or ten steps, and then rest and run around a bit before 
trying again. 

If you work with young people, you probably know that 
patience and a good sense of humor are two of your best tools for 
yourself and the kids. Teaching adults to meditate takes enormous 
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reserves of these, and teaching children takes even more. 
Take the children seriously, but don’t take yourself too 
seriously. Do not be afraid to have a sense of humor about 
yourself and even your students in a respectful way; it’s 
a great way to role model acceptance and how to handle 
frustration, and to show that meditation, and life, is fun. If 
humor isn’t your strength, you can work on it, but more im-
portantly, work on your strength—whether that be language 
or generosity or just your compassionate presence.

You may be familiar with the concept “don’t just do 
something, sit there.” All of us who work with children 
nowadays know this is far easier said than done. If the 
thought of getting your child to sit still and do nothing but 
breathe for an hour seems impossible—well, it probably is. 
It’s difficult for most adults. 

We are planting seeds in a child to blossom in the com-
munity, and we must tend our entire garden. If you are a 
parent, practice as a family. Recommend a mindfulness cur-
riculum at school or in your place of worship. If they don’t 
have one, volunteer to come in and lead a meditation. Be a 
part of creating a mindful school community where teach-
ers and students can all reinforce contemplative practice in 
each other. Advocate for the physical education teacher to 
incorporate yoga and tai chi into their lessons. If you are a 
therapist or doctor, teach the whole family you work with 
to practice together—the research shows that kids thrive in 
school when parents are involved, and the same holds true 
for medicine and psychotherapy. The more places that a 
child is reminded of mindful awareness, the more places the 
seeds you planted will be nurtured and can thrive.

The ancient teachers remind us to sit in meditation with 
no hope of fruition. Teach with no such hope either, but teach 
with the right intention. Teach from the heart because you 
believe this can help or heal, not because you have expecta-
tions or attachments to outcomes. 

Excerpted from Child’s Mind: How Mindfulness Can 
Help Our Children Be More Focused, Calm, and Relaxed, 
forthcoming from Parallax Press. Please see book review 
on page 46.

Cloud Concentration Meditation

The first meditation I ever learned was a gift from my father, when 
I was about six years old. We were floating on a raft in a pond 
and gazing up at the blue summer sky. We were watching giant 
cumulous cloud slowly morph and change shape from one to 
another above us. My dad looked over at me and said, “Hey, want 
to see a magic trick?” Of course I did. “I’m going to make a cloud 
disappear with my mind.” “No way!” I responded. “Sure, I’ll do it. In 
fact, we can do it together. Pick a cloud, let’s start with a small one 
to practice.” I picked a smallish, puffy white cloud on the horizon. 
“Now, all you have to do is focus on that cloud and just breathe. 
With each breath, notice the cloud getting a little bit smaller.” We 
lay there in the sun looking at the cloud, breathing together, and 
sure enough, with each breath the cloud seemed to fade slightly. 
“Keep focusing on that cloud,” my father instructed me. “Bring 
your mind back if it wanders. You have to keep your mind on it or it 
won’t disappear.” We continued breathing, focusing, and sending 
our will at the cloud as it faded itself away over the course of the 
next few minutes. It was certainly magic to me.

Try this meditation yourself first to get a sense of the best clouds. 
It really only works with the puffy white cumulous ones (unless 
you have the patience to sit for what could be days!). I also have 
a personal bias that it be done on a perfect summer day while 
you’re drifting on an inflatable raft. You can even try placing your 
worries onto the cloud and letting them fade slowly away. But once 
you get the hang of it, pass it on to a child as my father did to me. 
Of course, I now understand that clouds will form and un-form 
in the sky regardless of my intention and willpower. But still, at 
that moment, my breath and mind seemed like the most powerful 
forces in the world. Later, as I grew older, that forming and un-
forming, the ever-changing nature of the clouds, became a lesson 
in the ever-changing and impermanent nature of everything. 

Christopher Willard received his bachelor’s degree from Wesleyan 
University, and his doctorate in clinical psychology from the 

Massachusetts School of  Professional Psychology, where 
he studied the psychological applications of  meditation and 

mindfulness practice. He considers the Engaged Buddhism of  
Thich Nhat Hanh his spiritual home. He currently works at Tufts 

University as a psychotherapist.

Frustration and failure have 

often been the best teachers 

of the masters.
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During a retreat in South Africa, for the children’s program, a 
mother shared an activity. She brought out a large, glass vase filled 
with water and set it in the middle of the circle of children. Then 
she set out several containers of colored sand. She explained that 
the vase was our mind, and the different colors of sand were our 
thoughts and feelings. 

She asked the children to share what kinds of thoughts they 
had when waking up. One said she thought about seeing her friends 
at school, another that he wanted to sleep longer, another that she 
felt hungry. Each child picked a color of sand that felt right for 
their feeling or thought, and sprinkled a handful into the vase. As 
they did, the mother began stirring up the sand. 

She asked them what thoughts they had when they got to 
school, then in the middle of the day, then in the afternoon, and 
in the evening before bed. The children shared about feelings of 
joy, sadness, irritation, anger, peace, and sleepiness that arose in 
them throughout the day. For each feeling, they continued to add 
their sand to the colorful, swirling water. Then they lay on their 
tummies, heads cupped in their hands, watching the many-colored 
sand dancing in the water. 

The mother began to stir the sand even faster. She explained, 
“This is how our minds are when we are in a hurry, stressed, angry 
or upset. Can you see things clearly in this state? Is it a pleasant 
state?” The children shook their heads. Then I invited a sound of 
the bell and she stopped stirring. The children lay there quietly, 
completely attentive, for several minutes as all the sand slowly 
settled at the bottom of the jar. Our own inner thoughts and feel-
ings were settling at the same time. We all breathed more deeply 
and slowly. 

She softly explained that this is what happens to our minds 
when we meditate, when we are mindful of our body and of our 
breathing. She asked, “What is the water like now?” The children 
answered, “It’s clear.” “It’s peaceful.” We realized that the thoughts 

D and feelings can still be there in our mind, but resting peacefully, 
because we know how to return to our breathing and help them 
calm down.

I have done this activity many times in different environ-
ments—in schools, on retreats in the children’s program, and at 
the beginning of a Dharma talk for children. The kids (including 
the grown-up ones) really enjoy it. I believe it comes originally 
from Peaceful Piggy Meditation, by Kerry Lee MacLean. 

If you don’t have colored sand, you can also use seeds and 
grains, but try it out for yourself first because some float on top 
and don’t sink to the bottom. (Dry sesame seeds float, but if you 
soak them overnight they should sink). Floating objects can also 
become an interesting analogy for other mental states—be cre-
ative! Once, when sharing the exercise with children at a school 
in India, I didn’t realize that the colored sand would leach into the 
water. When I asked the children what they saw when I stopped 
stirring the sand, they yelled out happily, “It’s pink!” Sometimes, 
our thoughts and feelings are so strong that even when they settle 
down, they leave some residue!

But the worst was at our weekly class at the local high school 
in Waldbrol, Germany. We didn’t have any sand, so we used dirt. 
When I stopped stirring, we ended up with dark brown, muddy 
water—that dirt just wasn’t sinking! It wasn’t relaxing at all, and 
certainly not for me, who had introduced the exercise. It was pretty 
embarrassing looking into those very puzzled, young faces. And 
what analogy could you make with that completely clouded water? 
So dirt is best avoided. 

One time, a father carried his two-year-old up to the front of 
the meditation hall to add a handful of pearl barley to the vase. 
“I did it!” the toddler exclaimed. I learned later that it was the 
highlight of the day for the little boy. 

Mind  
in a Jar
By Sister Jewel (Chau Nghiem)
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Our days in academia are marked by a constant hum of activity—
the staff working through piles of paperwork, answering phones 
and typing away on the computer, faculty preparing for classes, 
grading exams and advising students, and most of all our students, 
who are studying, writing papers, and often working part-time 
jobs to make ends meet.  What better place could there be than 
the Mindfulness Practice Center, where one can re-center, breathe, 
and just be mindful of the present moment?

The Mindfulness Practice Center was started in 1998, when 
Thich Nhat Hanh inspired its formation by a large public talk at the 
University of Vermont (UVM) and a donation of the proceeds went 
to support it. The Center was founded to help UVM community 
members cope mindfully with the many challenges of academic 
life, bringing greater fullness, freedom, and compassion into their 
lives. We offer a range of meditation opportunities, from weekly 
sittings to stress management workshops to one-day retreats. 

The Center for Cultural Pluralism houses a small medita-
tion room where the groups meet, and is available for students to 
meditate at other times. Miv London, the Center’s coordinator, 
works out of the University’s Counseling Center which offers 
mindfulness-based stress reduction workshops for students. These 
workshops run over a period of seven weeks, meeting once a week. 
The workshops are based on Jon Kabat-Zinn’s mindfulness-based 
stress reduction program, in which participants learn mindfulness 
principles, sitting and walking meditation techniques, body scans 
and hatha yoga to deal with stress, pain, or depression. Last year 
we started offering this program for UVM staff members. It was 
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Mindfulness  
on Campus

By Simone Blaise-Glaunsinger

such a success that the center continues to offer it for staff on a 
regular basis. The workshops end with a half-day retreat. 

Every semester, a day-long retreat is led by Miles Sherts, a 
mindfulness teacher and owner of Sky Meadow Retreat in Ver-
mont’s Northeast Kingdom. Mindfulness has also caught on with 
the psychology department in Mindfulness and Psychotherapy, a 
class taught by Dr. Arnold Kozak.  

As a staff member at UVM, I started coming to the mindful-
ness meditation group almost six years ago. Thich Nhat Hanh’s 
Peace is Every Step was one of the first books I read about mindful-
ness, and it inspired me to start the practice. Integrating mindful-
ness into my everyday life has helped me to deal with my stress and 
anxiety. Every day, the teachings and my practice enable me to be 
a more compassionate and patient listener, meditation instructor, 
hospice volunteer, Reiki practitioner, and receptionist. 

Currently I facilitate a weekly mindfulness group on campus. 
Having a meditation community on campus has expanded my 
connection with the university and the community as a whole. 
The people coming to my group, newcomers and regulars alike, 
inspire me in my own practice as I notice the steady integration of 
mindfulness into their lives. I asked what it meant to them to have 
mindfulness on campus, and they shared their insights:

David H., a staff member: “I began this practice almost fifteen 
years ago to combat severe work-related stress. As I developed 
my ability, the stress lessened, and I found that the practice helped 
me in many other, sometimes surprising ways. Today, I continue a 

“Mindfulness also helps us solve deep mysteries within 

ourselves that have been untouched for many years.”
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the feeling of being overwhelmed or paralyzed by assignments, 
they begin to approach their projects one small step at a time, and 
consequently are more productive. The participants go from walk-
ing with their minds caught up in thought patterns and their ears 
plugged into their music devices to an awareness of every step and 
the world around them, smiling at people they pass, and thereby 
spreading peace and harmony across the campus.

Whitney H., an undergraduate student, writes: “On campus, I 
find that I am more empathetic to other students and staff, and with 
such a diverse group of people all around us on campus, we really 
have the chance to appreciate and celebrate different opinions and 
ideas. Mindfulness opens my mind!”

The Mindfulness Practice Center at the University of Vermont 
has certainly changed my life in a very positive way. Mindfulness 
is clearly beneficial for the health and well-being of the campus 
community. My wish is that this message of mindfulness spreads 
everywhere and continues to bring peace and harmony into others’ 
lives as it has into my own. 

Simone Blaise-Glaunsinger works 
as an office manager at the UVM 

Department of  Art and Art History. 
She has been a member of  the 

UVM Mindfulness Practice Center 
(which she considers her Sangha) 

since 2002. She can be reached at 
sbhealingsoulstice@gmail.com.

practice of mindfulness during the day in order to both maintain 
a sense of calm and a deeply felt internal energy that ‘ties’ me 
together.”

Eric G., a graduate student: “I’m practicing mindfulness 
mainly to help me get to know myself and stay in touch with who 
I am and who I want to become. I can look at the direction my 
academics are taking me and ask myself whether this is in harmony 
with my values and my vision for myself.” 

Amy H., an undergraduate student: “Mindfulness has been 
very helpful in my life through both practices and various read-
ings by Buddhists. My academic life has somewhat improved by 
increasing my attention span and concentration, but other aspects 
of mindfulness are more powerful.  For instance, the experience 
of mindful walking is very fulfilling. Mindfulness also helps us 
solve deep mysteries within ourselves that have been untouched 
for many years.”

Many participants have told me it helps them to have a sched-
uled time during the week they can put aside to come to the group 
and meditate. They also appreciate the group dynamics, and the 
ways in which it can create a sense of belonging. We always end 
meditation groups with a discussion about how it was for all the 
participants, and what worked or did not work. It is a time for 
reflection, questions and mindful dialogue. 

The Mindfulness Practice Center helps faculty, staff and stu-
dents to see beyond their wandering minds filled with memories of 
the past or plans for the future. They experience witnessing their 
thoughts instead of overanalyzing them. Rather than succumb to 

The Center was founded to help UVM community members cope mind-

fully with the many challenges of academic life.
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In elementary school I was diagnosed as being Emotionally Dis-
turbed (ED) and Learning Disabled (LD), and having Attention 
Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). I was kicked out of school 
twice and had interactions with the law due to impulsive behavior. 
My first experience with paying attention to the present moment 
occurred at the First Unitarian Church in Worcester, Massachusetts. 
At weekly mindfulness meditation group meetings I noticed how 
the practice of paying attention to my breath helped me gain self-
control. I also spent time in Plum Village, where a fellow medita-
tor said he saw a lot of growth in me, and noticed that I had calmed 
down greatly. 

As a hyperactive young man I was deeply affected by mindful-
ness practice. Practicing mindfulness with my breath, thoughts, 
and body during my freshman year at college, I noticed that my 
impulsiveness and emotional reactivity were not as severe as they 
had been before. I began to realize that my ailments, once debilitat-
ing, were directly soothed by mindfulness practice. I learned to sit 
with my experiences, accept them, and work constructively with 
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them rather than fight with them. Mindfulness had an immense 
impact on my concentration and emotional stability.

When I biked to my meditation group every week, I would 
pass the most socially unstable areas in the city, where drugs, 
gangs, prostitution, and homelessness were rampant. I wondered 
how inner city kids could benefit from mindfulness, which isn’t 
only a middle class luxury but is for everyone. With the mount-
ing stresses at college, I knew I had to integrate mindfulness into 
my life more fully, so I designed a major called Contemplative 
Practice in Education at Clark University. My main focus was 
teaching mindfulness-based stress reduction skills (developed by 
Jon Kabat-Zinn) to inner city students and students with ADHD.

I am a product of the ADHD generation, which views Rit-
alin as the primary solution to achieving higher standardized test 
scores and more obedient students. The long-term effects of over-
prescribing drugs like Ritalin are still unknown and may prove to 
be negative, especially during the sensitive developmental stages 
of childhood. Drugs can debilitate a person’s sense of awareness, 
shut down parts of the brain, and make one dependent on them to 
achieve a sense of well-being.

Mindfulness meditation, on the other hand, allows a person 
with ADHD to strengthen their innate capacity to slow down, 
and to become more aware of thoughts, emotions, and actions, 
integrating all parts of the brain. It’s been shown that mindfulness 
practitioners can rewire their neural pathways over time. Mindful-
ness can empower one to make more conscious choices, access 
inner resources, and gain confidence in the ability to focus. Instead 
of being dependent on a drug for well-being, practitioners learn 
to regulate themselves. 

Inner city children with ADHD did not have the resources that 
I had had to find safer, more natural forms of treatment than Ritalin 
prescriptions. In order to help inner city children learn new ways 
to reduce behavioral problems, I used a grant from the Worcester 
Cultural Coalition to teach an after-school program called Citizen 
Schools. The grant allowed me to teach the art of mindfulness to 
at-risk high school students who had been kicked out of school. 
Later, in the Dominican Republic, I taught meditation and yoga 
classes for first graders, many of whom were hyperactive and 
aggressive. All three classes aimed at teaching stress reduction 
skills to young people. 

My journey into mindfulness has empowered me to know 
that ADHD and ED are not lifelong ailments. Instead, they are 
conditions that can hinder my performance in school, relationships, 
or work if I do not regularly practice and strengthen my inner 
capacity for stillness, calmness, and focus. My spiritual practice 
has empowered me to pursue social action through inner transfor-
mation. I believe that inner change is social change and becomes 
community change. I am committed to sharing mindfulness with 
young people with ADHD, and those from inner city environments, 
as an alternative to pharmaceutical drugs. This desire for social 
justice has come from the roots of the practice that have flowered 

in my own life and the lives of others around me. 

 
Armen Kassabian graduated from Clark University in 2009 

with a major in International Development and Social Change, 
Spanish, and Contemplative Practice in Education.  

He practices with Empty Hand Zen Center.
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Change Is 

Social Change:
ADHD and Mindfulness Activism

By Armen Kassabian
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Twenty-six hundred years ago a little Indian boy lay resting in the shade under a 
rose-apple tree. It was the time of the spring plowing, and he watched the men and 
oxen as they worked their way up and down the lengthy furrows. In the newly turned 
soil, he could see the frantic insects struggling to escape, and the torn shoots of 
grass where those insects had laid their eggs. He felt strangely sorry for them, as 
if they were members of his own family. But at the same time he was thoroughly 
awake to the beauty of the day: the birds singing in the clear sky, the sweet scent 
of the apple blossom. Both/and, he felt: both sorrow and joy were possible, and 
an all-encompassing peace.

That child was Siddhartha Gautama, who would grow up to be the Buddha. 
Years later, battling to reach enlightenment, he would remember how he had lain 
there in the cool shade under the rose-apple tree. Perhaps after all one didn’t have 
to strive for liberation. “Can one reach God by toil?” asks Yeats in his autobiog-
raphy—and immediately answers his own question. “He gives himself to the pure 
in heart. He asks nothing but attention.”

Such attention is at the core of spiritual practice. Thich Nhat Hanh undertakes 
every task in the spirit of mindfulness, from tracing the word “BREATHE” in his 
warm, robust calligraphy to mulching the monastery garden. At Plum Village 
each day follows the same simple pattern, interweaving prayers and meditation 
with meals, community work, and private recreation. Because talk is only allowed 

T Silence  
Is  
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erate: something 
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at certain times, one’s 
mouth and busy brain 
are forced to take a 
rest, making space for 
a more widely focused 
attention in which each 
moment shines from 
within: the small frogs 
crouched on their lily 
pads at Lotus Pond, the 
roo-coo of the doves, 
the young nun in her 
gray habit playing 
football all by herself 
one quiet afternoon. 

It is of course one 
thing to find tranquility 
in the rolling country-
side of the Dordogne, 
surrounded by vine-
yards and orchards and 
rustling willow trees, 
and quite another to 
locate it in the modern 
world. As Max Picard 
says, bleakly, “The 

great cities are like enormous reservoirs of noise. Noise is manu-
factured in the city, just as goods are manufactured.” Most of us 
have learned to live with the whirr and click of the refrigerator, the 
bleep of cell phones, the omnipresent hum of the computer. But that 
doesn’t mean we actually enjoy those sounds. Alexander Graham 
Bell, who invented the telephone, was one of the first to suffer from 
its interruptions, even though he himself was partially deaf. His 
preference was to sleep till noon. But again and again the phone 
would shrill him awake. A colleague remembers seeing the phone 
in his room stuffed with paper or wound about with towels. 

“Little did I think,” said Bell, “when I invented this thing, that 
it would rise up to mock and annoy me.”

Despite the clarion call of his name, Bell clearly valued time 
for ruminative reflection. One feels he would have sympathized 
with the Buddhist monks, and with the writers, artists, and musi-
cians who have spoken out in defense of silence. “I think I am 
probably in love with silence, that other world,” says poet Jorie 
Graham. “And that I write, in some way, to negotiate seriously with 
it.” Jane Hirshfield agrees. “I’ve long believed that silence must 
be one of a poet’s closest friends. If I were not able to enter the 
silence before words, how could I find any words I don’t already 
know yet?” Silence for them is resonant, inspiring, part of what 
makes possible the kind of inner listening that gives rise to poetry. 
This is something even children understand.

Several years ago I was teaching poetry at a big school in the 
South Bronx. The desks were drawn together into groups of four 
and the students were gathered round them, calm and concentrated. 
Gentle music was playing in the background. Slowly, the classroom 
teacher and I moved around the room, glancing over the children’s 

shoulders, disentangling the sweet chicken scratch of their poems. 
Suddenly one of the little girls looked up at me. “I like you,” she 
said earnestly. “I like you too,” I told her, smiling, startled at the 
unexpected compliment. 

But when I thought about it later, I realized that it wasn’t 
me she liked as much as the atmosphere I’d helped to generate: 
something different from the usual noisy classroom and, I imag-
ined, from the ruckus of radio and television and frenetic family 
life that surrounded her at home. Children enjoy silence, I remind 
myself, looking at the words of nine-year-old Joseph from a little 

school in upstate New York:

Silence is goldish blue.
It is like seeing the moon in the rain.
Silence is like standing by the window
when all you can see is the sound of the wind blowing past 
you.
It is like standing in front of a gate in heaven.

All of us, child or adult, need time to find our way to that 
heavenly gate, time to sit back and listen to the sounds outside 
and to our own half-formed thoughts, to attend to the call of the 
birds and the roar of the air conditioner, and to our own interior 
voices as well: to let silence spiral deeper into silence.

References:
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Kids love to move, and they love to investigate. I tried to keep this 
in mind as I planned a qualitative pilot study to see if combining 
tai chi and mindfulness practice would hold the interest of middle-
school students. This mix of practices not only held their interest, 
it also produced positive outcomes. 

I conducted this study in 2005 in a Boston inner city middle 
school where I was doing my nursing training. When the school 
nurse heard that I was a tai chi teacher, she suggested that I share 
this practice with the students. Being in a school setting made it 
easy to offer this class as an elective when kids were in school and 
had no other demands on their time. I designed a class that lasted 
one hour and met weekly for five weeks. 

In my own practice of tai chi and meditation, I had learned 
that the body is of prime importance, as it offers many gates a 
person can go through to discover himself or herself. The Bud-
dhist practice of awareness of the body in the body is one platform 
for discovering the essential oneness and uniqueness of life. 
Thay’s teaching emphasizes the importance of the body as a gate 
to enlightenment. He continually brings us to present-moment 
awareness of each footstep, each breath, each smile. I wanted to 
offer my students this practice that could help them in their own 

K self-discovery. I shared what I had mastered: a tai chi form and 
core skills from mindfulness-based stress reduction meditation.

Love of Movement: Tai Chi
Tai chi is a martial art consisting of a formal and precise 

series of interpenetrating steps that engender well-being. Tai chi 
can be challenging to teach; it is not normally taught to children 
under age sixteen because of the attention and focus required. 
While yoga, dance, and sensory awareness practices may be more 
accessible to children and can be fun and full of self-discovery, 
they may not reach into a place where self-regulation occurs from 
the simplicity of sitting and breathing, or taking a precise step 
with correct posture.

Teaching tai chi to the students provided an opportunity to 
introduce koans. The use of koans, non-linear stories or questions 
that can lead to insight, intrigued twelve-year-olds who were learn-
ing to manipulate abstract concepts. In one class I offered three 
boys the koan, “What is the door which is no door?” I showed the 
boys how to stand in horse stance, an important position in tai chi 
and chi gong. They made a slight torque of the knees outward and 
tilted the pelvis so that when I pushed with gradual force sideways 

Awareness in the Body
Tai Chi and Mindfulness

By Robert Wall
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on one boy’s hip or knee, the force of my push was directed downward 
into the earth through his skeletal structure (see photos on left). No re-
sistance on his part was needed. No matter how hard I pushed, the boy’s 
core structure was configured in such a way that the push went into his 
feet. One boy understood this very readily; when he took any element 
out of the correct posture, he found he had to use muscular force and ef-
fort to resist the push. The koan opened up for him: the effortlessness he 
felt in non-resistance to the push when he was in horse stance was “the 
door which is no door.” Koans such as this one directly challenged linear 
thinking while revealing something the boys could sense physically but 
not put into words.

Love of Investigation:  
Mindfulness Practice

At the beginning of each class, I asked each student to affirm that he 
or she was choosing to be there. I asked them, “What brings you here?” I 
introduced abdominal breathing and deep relaxation, which incorporated 
a body scan. I also introduced sitting and listening to a bell to hear sounds 
with equanimity.

In one exercise, we used an investigatory approach to explore the 
non-food elements in an apple. One boy, whom I will call Marcus, was 
particularly reticent to learn anything. When we began looking at the non-
apple elements comprising the fruit, Marcus became more attentive. He 
had never thought about an apple this way before. I touched on the reality 
of migrant children whose families harvest the apples and who may not 
have insurance or housing. Immediately Marcus told me he knew what it 
meant not to have health insurance: his grandmother could never get the 
medicine the doctor prescribed for her. He had known what it was not to 
have housing when he and his brother lived for a time in a shelter. 

We sliced the apple, heard its crunch, and smelled its fragrance. We 
were surprised by the coolness wafting out with the sweet smell. Marcus 
turned the slice in the afternoon sunlight that flooded the second story 
metal and glass room. He found a vein in the apple. He looked at the back 
of his hand and saw the veins there. He traced them with his finger and 
said, “Wow, the apple and me are the same.” After we let that sink in, we 
took a bite and tasted the sweetness, holding all these elements in mind 
with each bite.

This project taught practices to children who live in an urban environ-
ment that continually exposes them to power and aggression. Even in such 
a setting, the students made statements that showed they felt increased 
well-being, calm, relaxation, improved sleep, less reactivity, greater self-
care, self-awareness, and a sense of interconnection with nature as a result 
of taking the class.

I invite readers to consider offering 
to children in a school setting a move-
ment practice such as tai chi, yoga, or chi 
gong in combination with exercises that 
introduce and encourage mindfulness 
practice. 
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In classes with kids, I hold up a Quaker Oats box and 
ask, “What’s in here?” We get all sorts of answers, from 
Quaker Oats to lizards to spiders to candy. But we 
come down pretty quickly to the fact that we don’t 
know what’s in it. And it’s not always comfortable to 
sit with not knowing.

I like to help children become more comfortable with not knowing, to approach it with 
curiosity, an open mind and an open heart. We start to think about how our bodies feel when 
we don’t know something and we feel we should. Very often we feel a clutching in our body, 
in our throat for instance, or our heart races. By encouraging kids to notice how their bodies 
feel when they don’t know something, and wish they did, we’re building an awareness that 
helps them identify what’s happening in their inner and outer worlds. Do they look with an 
open mind, with curiosity, with as little fear as possible, with the perspective of the friendly, 
impartial spectator? 

The next question is extremely important. Once you’ve looked at something, what do you 
do about it? After looking, we develop a capacity to respond to what we see, in a way that is 
both in our own best interests, and also kind and compassionate to all those involved. As we 
better understand interconnection and change, we’ll understand that what’s compassionate for 
all involved is also in our own best interest. 

Clear Seeing
Everyone in education is looking for the magic wand. One thing that comes close, for 

me, is clear seeing, a concept deeply embedded in traditional Buddhism. For kids it’s clearly 
seeing what’s happening, as it’s happening, without an emotional charge. Then they’re able 
to respond with compassion. 

I love this quote: “Rowing harder doesn’t help if it involves moving in the wrong direction.” 
How often have we worked so hard at something, and it’s just the wrong thing to be working 
at? The only way we can figure that out is if we learn to clearly see, without an emotional 
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Teaching the 
Whole Child
By Susan Kaiser Greenland

Mindful awareness is more than the sum of its 

parts. It’s also about getting on that Ferris wheel, 

strapping yourself in, and taking a ride.
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charge. That requires us to step back from experience before we 
dig in and start trying to fix it. 

This is how mindfulness is used in real life situations. You 
see a child who is upset calmly take a breath, settle down, and 
use calming skills to settle the mind and see things more clearly. 
Sometimes it takes quite a while. They get upset again, they get 
excited again; that’s normal. We use our calming skills over and 
over again. 

The Hello Game
We start every class with the Hello Game. Kids say “hello,” 

and look at the color of each other’s eyes. It’s a terrific practice that 
helps kids really look at somebody else in a way that’s not emo-
tionally charged. This grounds what we’re doing in the practice of 
mindfulness. Children start to notice and identify what’s happening 
in their minds and bodies when they look at people closely. They 
start to recognize their mind-body reactions to social exchanges. 
It is rare for people to really look at each other without bias, with 
an open mind. Kids can learn to see the value of gentle curiosity 
in the friendly, impartial spectator. 

The Whole Child
We work to integrate the whole child. We start with the body, 

and then the mind (thoughts), and the heart (emotions and world-
view). Mindful awareness can’t leave any of these three elements 
out: body, mind, and heart. 

Also important for kids is integration of left hemisphere/right 
hemisphere processes. We use mindful awareness to integrate 
right hemisphere creativity and left hemisphere analytical or 
linear processes. That’s very important in today’s school system, 
which is tilted toward traditional left-brain processes: memorize 
information, analyze data, report back. 

How do we teach kids about non-conceptual experience? One 
example is a movie I show about a fabulous Ferris wheel on the 
Santa Monica pier. It has 180,000 lights, each one powered by 
wind and sun. It took a really smart left-brain processing person 
to figure out how to make those lights, but also somebody with 
right-brain creative skills to come up with a beautiful work of art 
that lights up the Santa Monica skyline.

Mindfulness can, through focused awareness practices, build 
left-brain concentration skills, and also more holistic, right-brain 
skills. But that’s only the first part, because mindful awareness is 
more than the sum of its parts. It’s also about getting on that Ferris 
wheel, strapping yourself in, and taking a ride. It’s fully experi-
encing the present moment the best you can. It’s taking that ride 
through the integration of the left brain and the right brain.

There’s been a lot of research about mindfulness, with sci-
entists picking it apart into “concentrated attention” and other 
elements. When we bring mindfulness practices into a school, 
we need to show how we combine all these elements to teach a 
certain way of being, a felt sense of experience that is more than 
the sum of its parts. That’s why it is so important that those who 
are teaching mindfulness practice it, know it themselves from 
experience. They have to embody it.

Friendly Wishes
Along with attention, you must have kindness and compas-

sion. To teach that, we start with what we call “friendly wishes.” 
It’s basically the mettaā practice. The traditional instruction is to 
send friendly wishes to yourself, to people you like, to your friends 
or family, then to your enemies, and then to the whole world. But 
that’s awfully abstract for little kids, so we start with friendly 
wishes to me, and then friendly wishes to people I know. If I have 
enough time I’ll start with people in the room, and then people 
we don’t know, and then everyone and everything. It’s important 
to give examples each time.

After they’ve done it for a while, I ask kids, “Who do you 
send friendly wishes to?” They say, “I send friendly wishes to 
me,” and I post that on the board. Then we post “grandma and 
grandpa,” “the farmer,” and “my sister.” Then we go through the 
animals. “The frogs.” “The bunnies.” “Cats.” Then I say, “What 
kind of things do we send friendly wishes to?” “The sun, the corn, 
the breakfast cereal, the rain.”

Four-year-olds can understand how these things relate. One 
of the fundamental pieces in mindfulness training is teaching 
people about interdependence. That helps explain why it makes 
perfect sense to be compassionate to everyone involved, and to 
pay attention. A child will say, “The rain is connected to the corn 
because it makes it grow.” Somebody else will say, “Grandma is 
connected to the corn because she makes the cornmeal.” Then 
they’ll say, “And we eat the corn!” 

Metta for Enemies
For years I stayed from away from the traditional metta prac-

tice, which includes sending friendly wishes to enemies, because 
I am extremely sensitive to the violence in the world. I read that 
one in five children in the U.S. has been a victim or a witness of 
domestic violence. I was recently told by a trauma expert that the 
number is one in three. I didn’t want to encourage kids to send 
friendly wishes to people who were hurting them.

But recently, Mathieu Ricard, who is one of my heroes, 
encouraged me to figure out a way to include friendly wishes 
for people we really don’t like. He had some ideas, which I have 
tried, and it has been feeling safer to me. I still don’t practice this 
with young kids, but I do practice it with older kids in elementary 
schools. 

It’s wonderful to see how powerful these practices can be for 
kids. There’s no magic wand, but clearly seeing and responding 
with compassion for yourself and others does have a magical 
quality. What’s amazing is how many kids take this home to their 
parents, and how many parents report back that the kids are sing-
ing the breathing song in the back of the car. 

  
Susan Kaiser Greenland develops mindfulness 

programs for children, classroom teachers, 
parents, therapists, and health care professionals. 

She is co-founder of  InnerKids and is on the 
clinical team for the Pediatric Pain Clinic, UCLA’s 

Children’s Hospital. This article was excerpted with 
permission from the Insight Journal, Winter 2010 

(www.dharma.org/bcbs).
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Our family has been homeschooling for over five years. We had 
not envisioned this path for ourselves: my partner and I had pro-
fessional careers, and our kids were in day care as infants. Thich 
Nhat Hanh says, “This is because that is, and this is not because 
that is not.” Our decision to homeschool arose at the intersection 
of a variety of conditions. 

A college friend who homeschools shared her family’s experi-
ences with us. The events of September 11, 2001 led us to reassess 
our priorities and values. I attended my first mindfulness retreat 
in Estes Park, CO, very pregnant with our third child in the fall of 
2003. Not long after we welcomed this child into our family, my 
career path reached a plateau and my partner’s demanded more 
time and attention. Our children were transforming us with their 
pure hearts, curious minds, and mindful presence. Time with them 
inspired me to practice more and nourished my practice more than 
my professional work did. Homeschooling spoke to us because 
it seemed to provide a healthy blend of intellectual challenge, 
spiritual richness, family focus, space, and time.     

As homeschoolers who have practiced as a family, with family 
Sanghas, and at days of mindfulness and retreats, we find that our 
homeschooling and mindfulness practice have enriched each other. 
The homeschooling schedule allows for a slower, flexible pace and 
for stopping—we can awaken in the morning without rushing to get 
everyone out the door, we can take breaks when we need them, we 
can adjust our schedule to make the most of special opportunities 
for learning, travel, and time with family and friends. 

The flexible schedule promotes being in touch with the pres-
ent moment. We learned in depth about Haiti in the aftermath of 
the earthquake, we studied extensively about southern Colorado 
before a visit there, and we took one daughter’s participation in 
a performance of Godspell as a chance to study parables from 
the Bible. 

Because we spend so much time together, we have many op-
portunities to nourish our relationships and be aware of how we 
inter-are. We help one another with lessons, we work together on 
projects, we listen to and support one another during difficult times, 

O and we help each other remember to smile and laugh. We come to 
recognize and appreciate one another’s strengths and care for one 
another when we are struggling with difficult emotions. We are 
aware of how one person’s feelings can affect the rest of us. 

In turn, our mindfulness practice and the teachings enrich 
our homeschooling. Through the practice, we cultivate creative 
insights for responding to challenging situations. We breathe to 
calm ourselves before practicing multiplication tables. We smile to 
our Spanish lessons. Of course, there are times when our practice 
is not as strong and we are not as skillful as we would like to be, 
but we have faith that mindfulness is always available to us and 
we can return to it for nourishment.

In contemplating mindfulness and education, we shared our 
ideas with one another. Teresa (age eight) said that mindfulness 
helps her when she’s having a strong emotion; she can sit and medi-
tate in order to calm down. She also told us a story that illustrated 
how mindfulness can help us understand others better. When she 
and a friend were being chased by a boy, she stopped to ask him 
why he was chasing them. He told her he didn’t feel like he had 
any friends so that was his way of getting attention. 

Hugh (age six) shows us all the time how hugs can be bells 
of mindfulness. When some of us are arguing, he reminds us that 
“there’s a cake in the refrigerator.” And he told us that when we 
teach others mindfulness to help them calm their own emotions, 
the world will get “mindfuller.”

Sophia (age ten) offers us a haiku on mindfulness and education:

The Silent Bell

The silent bell rings.
Sit down. Listen to the trees.

Mindfully learn today. 
 

 
Sophia (Loving Nectar of  the Heart), Teresa (Crystal Light of  

the Heart), and Hugh (Tranquil Dragon of  the Heart) teach 
and practice with their parents, Lisa Pettitt (Great Guide of  the 

Heart) and Dave Kenney in Evergreen, Colorado. 

Homeschooling 
as Mindfulness 
Practice
By Lisa Pettitt
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I started learning to meditate in the late 1980s and went on my first 
retreat with Thay around 1992. I joined the Order of Interbeing 
in 1996. By 1999 I was looking for a new career and decided to 
take up teaching. I found I had less time to go to local Sangha 
meetings and so spent more time integrating the practice into my 
everyday life. 

Mindfulness Trainings:  
Guidelines for a Better Life

I first thought about trying to use Buddhist ideas in the 
classroom while teaching a General Studies class of sixth formers 
(sixteen-year-olds). We had been talking about ethics. I remem-
bered hearing that if you ask a group of schoolchildren about the 
things that upset people at school, and then ask them to come 
up with rules to prevent these things from happening, they will 
naturally generate the Five Mindfulness Trainings. I decided to 
give it a try. 

I asked the pupils to write down one or two things that had 
made them unhappy at school. They read their ideas out loud, 
and I wrote them on the board. The most common reason that 
people get upset in school is because of things others say, and 
particularly, being talked about behind their backs. I asked the 
pupils to group the ideas into categories and, finally, to come up 
with a rule that they might be prepared to follow to prevent these 
things from happening. 

I
The Wisdom of 

Ordinary Children
By Mike Bell

If you ask a group of school-

children about the things that 

upset people at school, and 

then ask them to come up 

with rules to prevent these 

things from happening, they 

will naturally generate the 

Five Mindfulness Trainings. 
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It soon became clear that this exercise was going to work, but 
not quite as I had anticipated. The pupils came up with a list of 
what they called “Rules for a Happy Society,” which included:

1. Consideration for others—no discrimination on the basis 
of age, sex, religion, or disability.

2. No stealing.

3. No hurting, violation, or murder.

4. Protection for religions and cultures.

5. Accept a reasonable level of risk—do not look for blame.

6. Welcome asylum-seekers, but deport illegal immigrants.

7. Make facilities available for people of all ages.

8. Limit the use of addictive drugs.

I noticed the importance to young people of tolerance: reli-
gions, musical tastes, fashions, and sexuality were all mentioned 
in our class discussion as objects of tolerance.  

I have tried the same exercise with twelve-year-olds. I in-
troduce the practice as “the science of happiness,” and tell them 
not to believe what I tell them, just to examine the facts. On one 
occasion, without any prompting, they did indeed group their 
concerns into the same five areas as the precepts: violence, steal-
ing, speech, sexual misconduct, and consumption. I found from 

experience that I needed to include a second question, such as: 
“What things that you eat, buy, or consume can make you or 
other people unhappy?” Once prompted, they easily came up with 
overeating, getting drunk, and using drugs. 

Mindfulness Practice:  
Calming Your Mind

I have several times tried to adapt our mindfulness practice 
to the classroom. I introduce these ideas as ways to calm your 
mind, to stop from worrying, to think more clearly, or to help 
you focus. Initially I thought I would follow Thay’s idea of the 
“pebble meditation”: moving five pebbles from hand to hand as 
you breathe in and out. I then realised that if I sent thirty pupils 
out of the classroom to collect five pieces of gravel from the 
driveway, I would really not end up with a meditation lesson! So 
first I tried using five pencils. Unfortunately, not every child has 
five pencils, and pencils come with some disadvantages—they 
take a lot of tidying up, they lend themselves to tapping, and they 
fall on the floor—so I decided to invent a simpler system. This is 
the five-finger meditation. 

You start with the index finger of one hand resting on the 
wrist of the other hand, just below the thumb. Breathing in, slide 
the finger up the thumb. Breathing out, slide the finger down the 
other side of the thumb. Breathing in, slide the finger up the first 
finger; breathing out, slide the finger down the other side of that 
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finger, etc. With nothing to fall on the floor, 
this system has worked reasonably well.

Slow walking meditation around the out-
side of the classroom was less successful—
too many pupils did silly things, giggled, 
and poked each other. However, walking 

meditation has really 
worked with children 
who are being bullied. 
I point out that bullies 
are people who enjoy 
seeing somebody else 
upset, so the trick is to 
not give them any idea 
that you are upset. I 
have shown several 
pupils how to bring 
their attention down 
to the contact point 
between their feet and 
the ground and how to 
keep their focus there 
as they walk across 
the playground, not 
allowing any change 
in expression when 
somebody makes a 
taunting comment. 

I have observed a change in two or three 
pupils. One girl, who would stop behind to 
tell me how horrible people were, now stops 
and tells me something else! 

After I taught these exercises to one or 
two classes, a group of rather unruly boys 
asked me if I would teach them meditation. I 
told them that I would only do it with classes 
that I knew and only if everybody agreed to 
participate. I never expected the boys to be 
able to be quiet enough to do it. But each 
lesson they kept asking, so I decided to give 
it a try. To my amazement, they did quite 
well, with one particular boy practising 
extremely well. I asked him whether he did 
any activities that were repetitive and that 
required focusing his mind. He told me that 
he was a cross-country runner and that when 
he was running, he often paid attention to the 
feeling in his legs. He had no trouble sitting 
still without fidgeting, clearly focused for 
much longer than the other pupils.  

On the day of their exams, I was waiting 
with my pupils outside the examination hall 
when two of them asked if they could do the 
relaxation practice again. (I had told them it 
would help them with their exam.) A group 

of five or six started breathing meditation. One of their friends 
came over. “What you lot doin’?” he asked in a jeering voice. One 
of my pupils immediately replied, “Meditating. Sir taught us… and 
it’s gonna make us better in our exam, so you can shu’ up!” 

Can We Live by Ourselves Alone?
This year I was planning to teach eleven-year-olds about the 

characteristics of living things. I asked the technician to bring me a 
green plant and a large stone. Showing these items to the pupils, I 
asked them what would happen if I put the stone in a cupboard and 
left it for a year and took it out again. They had no trouble telling 
me that the stone would be roughly as it was before—perhaps a 
little dusty or even mouldy, but basically the same. When I asked 
them what would happen to the plant if it were kept in a cupboard 
for a year, they readily agreed that the plant would be dead, all 
rotten or all brown. I then asked them what the plant needed that 
the stone didn’t, and they said that it needed light and water and 
stuff from the soil. They copied my diagram and labelled it with 
things the plant needed. I then asked them what the plant needed 
to be happy, and they were clear that it needed more sunlight, 
more water, and more nutrients. I asked them what the difference 
was between the stone and the plant, and they came up with the 
general idea that the plant “cannot live by itself alone.” 

I then asked what would happen if the pupils were shut in a 
cupboard for a year (pointing out that I had no intention of doing 
this!). They easily agreed that they would be dead and rotten and 
smelly. I asked them what they needed to stay alive, and they first 
thought of food, water, and air; they soon added friends, family, 
and a house. They were ready to acknowledge that they could not 
live by themselves alone. I then asked them what they needed to 
be happy, and again they had no trouble listing the things that 
would help them. I asked them whether they thought the plant was 
separate from the water and the sunshine and the soil. This needed 
a little more thought, but they eventually agreed that the plant was 
not separate. I asked them if they were separate from their family 
and the air and the rain. They had no trouble with the idea that they 
were not separate. I asked what they needed to do to make sure that 
they were happy, and they decided that they needed to look after 
their family and the environment in order to be happy. 

These experiences suggest to me that the wisdom found in 
Buddhism can be easily discovered by ordinary children without 
any reference to Buddhist terminology. The Five Mindfulness 
Trainings are not rules handed down by an authority but a set of 
guidelines for living that any group of reasonable people—even 
schoolchildren—can agree upon. I believe that my efforts to in-
troduce mindfulness practice into the classroom have significantly 
affected and improved the lives of my pupils. 

 
Mike Bell, True Sword of  Understanding, 

lives near Cambridge, England and 
teaches science in a state secondary 

school. He is interested in exploring ways 
to offer the benefits of  the practice to 
those who would be put off  by labels, 

rituals and complex language.

Breathing in, slide 

the finger up the 

thumb. Breathing 

out, slide the finger 

down the other side 

of the thumb.
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Something is coming from somewhere. Not exactly a sound but a 
sense. There is a presence coming closer. Yet, the fish do not feel 
it; they swim comfortably, just below the surface of the lake. It is 
a red-tailed hawk, a master of the sky, a predator.  

He is soaring as effortlessly as a kite on a night breeze. His 
eyes searching, searching for something only he knows. Then he 
sees it; a silver back brushing the surface of the lake. There is a 
flash of talons and the fish unknowingly gives its life to another 
being. The fish is not gone; it is there, held in the claws of the 
hawk. Only its life is gone, but then again not really. The fish has 
become part of another life—the life of the hawk.

The hawk rises from the water. The fish, its neck broken, 
is carried upward. Moonlight is dancing on the fish and the 
water. The others watch, with bulging eyes, as the hawk grows 
smaller. Then it is only a speck in the sky. Soon it is gone.  
But not really. 

Micaela Goldschmidt, Soaring Wings of  the Heart, age 14, 
practices with a Sangha in Portland, Oregon. She wrote this 
piece exploring interbeing after a 2007 Mindfulness Retreat. 

S

Gone 
but  

Not 
Gone

By Micaela Goldschmidt
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Books for Children & Teens

A Pebble for Your Pocket  
by Thich Nhat Hanh; Parallax Press

Anh’s Anger  
by Gail Silver, illustrated by Christiane 
Kromer; Parallax Press

The Coconut Monk 
 by Thich Nhat Hanh; Parallax Press

The Stress Reduction  
Workbook for Teens  
by Gina Biegel; Instant Help Books, 
2009

The Sun in My Belly  
by Sister Susan; Parallax Press

Wide Awake: A Buddhist  
Guide for Teens 
 by Diana Winston; Perigee, 2003

Books for Adults

A Settled Mind: Stress Reduction for 
the Classroom and Beyond  
by Kimberly Post Rowe; Five Seeds, 
2007

Beginning Mindfulness: Learning  
the Way of Awareness  
by Andrew Weiss; New World Library, 
2004

Building Emotional Intelligence: 
Techniques to Cultivate Inner  
Strength in Children  
by Linda Lantieri and Daniel Goleman; 
Sounds True, 2008

Mindful Teaching and  
Teaching Mindfulness  
by Deborah Schoeberlein; Wisdom, 2009

Moment by Moment: The Art and 
Practice of Mindfulness  
by Jerry Braza; Tuttle, 1997

The Mindful 
Child: How to 
Help Your Kid 
Manage Stress 
and Become 
Happier, 
Kinder and 
More Compassionate  
by Susan Kaiser Greenland;  
Free Press, 2010

Tuning In: Mindfulness in  
Teaching and Learning  
Irene McHenry and Richard Brady, eds.; 
Friends Council on Education, 2009

CDs

A Settled Mind  
by Kimberly Post Rowe

Calm Down Boogie: Songs for Peaceful 
Moments and Lively Spirits   
by Betsy Rose 

Still Quiet Place: Mindfulness  
for Young Children  
by Amy Saltzman

Websites

Association for Mindfulness  
in Education  
www.mindfuleducation.org

Center for Contemplative  
Mind in Society and The  
Association for Contemplative  
Mind in Higher Education  
www.contemplativemind.org

Center for Mindfulness in Medicine, 
Health Care, and Society  
www.umassmed.edu/cfm/index.aspx

Garrison Institute  
www.garrisoninstitute.org

Hawn Foundation  
www.thehawnfoundation.org

The Impact Foundation 
 www.theimpactfoundation.org

The Inner Kids Foundation 
 www.innerkids.org

The Inner Resilience Program  
www.innerresilience-tidescenter.org

Mindful Schools  
www.mindfulschools.org

Mindfulness in Education Network  
www.mindfuled.org

Minding Your Life  
www.mindingyourlife.net

Sharing Mindfulness (focus on Europe) 
www.sharingmindfulness.net 

Mindfulness Together  
www.mindfulness together.net

Listserv

To join the Mindfulness in Education 
Network (MiEN) listserv, send a 
blank message to MiEN-subscribe@
yahoogroups.com.

Mindful Education Resources

 

Resource list contributed by Richard 
Brady, Robert Wall, and Parallax Press
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The Cambodian Children’s House of Peace is a residential home 
for thirty children in Siem Reap, Cambodia, the location of the 
World Heritage Site of Angkor Wat. There are twelve girls and 
eighteen boys, ages 10–18, who come from the poor countryside 
villages in the province.

The nickname for the children’s home is Santepheap (santay-
pea’-ap), which means “peace” in the Khmer language. In a coun-
try still recovering and rebuilding after fifty years of civil war, the 
bombing campaign during the Vietnamese/American war, and the 
genocide of the Khmer Rouge, building a community of peace is 
a main purpose for the home.

I went to Siem Reap, Cambodia, following the three-week 
segment one of Thay’s 2007 pilgrimage in Vietnam.  I volunteered 
at a children’s home during my visit, resulting in the founding 
of The Friends of the Children of Cambodia (FOCC) charity in 
Washington State, USA.  When I returned in 2008 to volunteer at 
that home, it closed, leaving eight children with no home.  So, I 
returned to Seattle, sold my home, and came to work in Cambodia, 
to start a new home. FOCC now supports Santepheap through the 
donations of friends from around the world.

The parents and guardians of the children are grateful for the 
opportunity to send their children to Santepheap, which provides 
food, shelter, clothing, medical care, and most importantly, access 
to education that is unavailable in the villages. The children have 
lived at the home since November of 2008. During that time, they 
have grown physically and their health has improved from the mal-
nutrition they suffered. They have made great progress in school, 
moving from the bottom of their classes to the top. Some were 
able to be promoted two grades after their first year, overcoming 
some of the lag they suffered from being unable to attend school 
in their village, due to poverty or lack of schools.

The children of The Cambodian Children’s House of Peace 
gather each evening after supper for a five-minute silent medita-
tion and brief talk on growing up and living in peace. This is also 
a time when any conflicts or misunderstandings are resolved, 

T

restoring peace to the community and teaching ways to reconcile 
after a fight or bad behavior.  

Here are some of the things the children have to say about the 
importance of the evening meditation in their lives:

Mol (15-year-old girl): Meditation causes us to be calm in 
mind, and mindful of how to do the right things for our life.

Bon (14-year-old boy): Meditation makes our suffering less 
and less, by enjoying breathing in/out.

Sey (13-year-old boy): Meditation teaches us how to be 
thoughtful and grateful for the present moment. I like meditation 
and learning to sit quiet and about peace.

Kha (17-year-old boy): Meditation teaches us how to manage 
our mind when we are feeling angry.

Ny (13-year-old boy): Meditation makes people’s spirit stron-
ger and stronger for a better life.

Voleak (17-year-old girl): I like to live at Santepheap because 
it is like a real family — school, a place to study, have good food, 
a place to sleep, and to learn to live in peace. 

Visitors and volunteers are welcome at Santepheap, and of 
course, may join the Sangha for the evening meditation. Informa-
tion about the home, directions, and contact information are avail-
able at www.santepheap.org and info@santepheap.org. 

David J. Biviano, Wonderful Stillness of  the Heart,  
of  Seattle, WA, is the Founder and Advisor of  the  

Cambodian Children’s House of  Peace.

Santepheap 
Sangha
By David Biviano
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We know that practicing without a Sangha is difficult.  That is why we try our best to 
set up Sanghas where we live. To be an Order of Interbeing member is wonderful. Won-
derful, not because we have the title of OI membership but in that we have a chance to 
practice.  As an OI member you must now begin to support a practice group or to organize 
one if none exists in your area. It does not mean anything to be an OI member if you 
do not do this in your area. So if we know what it really means to be a Sangha-builder, 
an OI member, or a Dharma teacher, it is a very good thing. To receive the Mindfulness 
Trainings transmission and a brown jacket and decide not to build a Sangha would be 
like getting a student identity card at a university and not using the library or going to 
class, but telling people that you are a student of a very famous university. It would be 
very funny. Sangha building is what we do. It is the practice. 

- Ven. Thich Nhat Hanh

Sometimes, in the wake of receiving ordination into the Order of Interbeing, a new ordinee 
can feel a bit lost. New OI members express their desire to be of help but sometimes don’t 
know what to devote their time and energy to.  

Let’s not forget Thay’s observation about the Order of Interbeing, that “Sangha build-
ing is what we do.” The need for Sangha builders—and where Sanghas already exist, 
Sangha nurturers—is hidden in plain sight. It is a life’s work, since there are so many 
needs and opportunities. There is plenty to do!

We all remember that our interest in joining the Order was to express our bodhicitta, 
our heart and mind of love, which aspires to practice mindfulness not only for our own sake 
but also for the benefit of others. As the Order’s charter describes, “With the aspiration of 
a bodhisattva, members of the Order seek to change themselves in order to change society 
in the direction of compassion and understanding by living a joyful and mindful life.”

We may have forgotten the historic interrelationship between the Order and local 
Sanghas, with the result that we may have not yet applied our time, energy, and talents to 
help nourish existing local spiritual communities or help create new ones where needed, 
and where doing so will not fracture an existing healthy Sangha. We may forget from 
time to time that the Sangha is one of the Three Jewels in the Buddhist tradition and that 
most of the Buddha’s life was devoted to living in the context of spiritual communities. 
As students of Thay we are encouraged to enjoy a Sangha-based practice and to remember 
that Sangha building is part of the Order’s very reason for existing. The Order’s charter 
states that “members are expected to organize and support a local Sangha,” and that Order 
members are to “help sustain Mindfulness Trainings recitations, Days of Mindfulness 
and mindfulness retreats.” Hopefully, Order members do these things with a frequency, 
buoyancy, and dedication that inspire other Sangha members.

Local Sanghas can play a key role in filling the gaps in time between our international 
and national retreats with Thay. They also provide important practice opportunities for 
those who cannot afford travel costs or obtain sufficient time off from work or family 
responsibilities to attend Days of Mindfulness and retreats, either in Plum Village or in the 
inspiring practice centers created with care and skill at Deer Park Monastery in southern 
California and Blue Cliff Monastery in New York State.

SThe Joys of 
Nurturing 
Regional 

Mindfulness 
Practice

By Jack Lawlor

Most of the Buddha’s life 

was devoted to living in 

the context of spiritual 

communities.
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Sister Sanghas
So let’s be careful not to overlook resources that are reasonably 

local and readily available! Let’s join hands with sister Sanghas 
that have evolved in our vicinity, perhaps only two or three hours 
away. While our local Sangha may not yet have sufficient size or 
financial resources to organize and support a Day of Mindfulness 
or retreat at a rented facility, it is likely that when our local Sangha 
coordinates its efforts with sister Sanghas within a reasonable driv-
ing radius, we will have the ability to practice together in grace 
and ease. Care must be taken to ensure that the events are not too 
costly or placed too close together on the calendar, in an effort to 
include as many people as possible.

Our midwestern Sanghas have been practicing as a network 
of sister Sanghas for many years. Nearly twenty years ago, sister 
Sanghas in Illinois and Wisconsin first began working together to 
rent lovely facilities, some of which were surrounded by trees and 
wildlife, to accomplish together what may not have been feasible 
alone. Over the past sixteen years more than seventy “regional” 
multi-Sangha Days of Mindfulness and overnight retreats have 
been held in Illinois, Wisconsin, Michigan, Indiana and Kentucky, 
usually attracting between 60 and 100 participants per event. More 
and more Sanghas are joining in, including Sanghas in Minnesota 
and Iowa. The sincerity, joy, and ease manifested at each event 
are evocative of mindfulness practice at our root practice center, 
Plum Village. Events are facilitated by our local lay Dharma teach-
ers and, from time to time, by visiting members of the monastic 
community, including Sister Annabel and Sister Jina. We’ve also 
enjoyed four visits by Thay.

When we hear that a developing local Sangha would ap-
preciate help, older Sanghas are happy to provide it. However, 
Order members are always careful to be deferential to the modest 
differences in local Sangha practices that have evolved in various 
locations over the years, and to honor the sincerity and quality of 
mindfulness practice manifested by local Sangha members who 
have not elected to join the Order of Interbeing. After all, many 
local Sanghas functioned for years before joining in collective 
regional Sangha efforts, and their ways of doing things deserve 
great respect. Similarly, many local Sangha members who have 
not chosen to receive ordination have been practicing mindfulness 
wholeheartedly and consistently for decades.

Trust, Friendship, and Patience
What is the key component of regional Sangha practice? What 

are the secrets of success? There are a number of contributing fac-

tors, but I have come to the conclusion that trust, friendship, and 
patience are the key components of enduring success.

There is a beautiful term in the Pali language that describes 
spiritual friends: kalyana mitta. Spiritual friends share the aspira-
tion to cultivate their bodhicitta, the seeds of wisdom and compas-
sion within themselves, not only for their own benefit but for the 
benefit of others. We can cooperate with each other in building 
successful Days of Mindfulness, retreats, and local Sanghas in a 
spirit of friendship and fun! We can get to know and like each other 
as we work on the details that make a retreat successful.

Success in regional Sangha building may also depend on the 
organizers’ willingness to let the process evolve in an organic way, 

attentive to the practitioners and local Sanghas involved, rather 
than trying to impose a top-down model that does not respect or 
understand how local Sanghas have developed over time. Those 
involved in local and regional Sangha building must prioritize the 
resolve to make mindfulness practice available to as many people 
as possible for the prime purpose articulated by the Buddha—the 
transformation of suffering. The purpose behind our efforts should 
be this simple, this pure. The intentions of genuine Sangha builders 
are described in the Avatamsaka Sutra:

Not seeking the objects of desire or positions of authority,  
Wealth, personal enjoyment, or fame, 
It is only to forever annihilate miseries, 
And to benefit the world that they arouse their will.

Patience is another helpful ingredient. Regional Sangha build-
ing need not be approached in a spirit of rushing, but in the spirit 
of kalyana mitta, friends on the path, embarking on a spiritual 
journey together in mindfulness. Our root teacher, Ven. Thich 
Nhat Hanh, never seems to rush, not even at airports! Yet think 
of what he has accomplished during his time in the West, and the 
array of local Sanghas he has inspired that gleam like a string of 
pearls, like a jeweled Net of Indra across the world, deserving of 
our care and attention. 

Jack Lawlor, True Direction, has practiced in organized Sanghas 
since the mid-1970s. Jack was a co-founder of  Lakeside 

Buddha Sangha in Evanston, Illinois, and was ordained as a 
Dharma Teacher by Thay in 1992. In 2000, he collaborated 

with Thay and Sanghas throughout the world in compiling the 
anthology on Sangha building entitled Friends on the Path: 
Living Spiritual Communities, published by Parallax Press.

February 2010 Regional Day of  Mindfulness in Evanston, Illinois, with practitioners from Illinois, Wisconsin, Indiana, Michigan and Florida. Photos by Lisa Haufschild.
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Lorraine Keller with friends at Deer Park Monastery

l iv ing SANGHA

In 2005, after twelve years of reading Thay’s books and a visit to 
Plum Village, I received the Five Mindfulness Trainings at the Deer 
Park retreat. Some members of the Order of Interbeing motivated 
me to start a Sangha in a city where there was none. 

I thought I wasn’t ready, but in January 2006 I found the 
courage to start a regular Monday sitting in Mexico City, where I 
live. For a year only two or three people came, but by 2009 there 
were around twelve regulars, all with lovely stories about how the 
teachings had changed their lives forever. 

Most of the people in Mexico City are Catholics and members 
of other Christian denominations; of the various Buddhist sects, 
Tibetan Buddhism predominates. However, I have found people to 
be very open to Thay’s teachings. When talking about the teach-
ings, I make an effort to avoid using words from foreign languages; 
instead  I talk about inner peace and the transformation of suffer-
ing as the main themes, without labeling them “Buddhist.” Most 
of all, I try to be an example of how the teachings can transform 
a person’s life. 

Today, the Las Flores Sangha has two sittings per week with 
about twenty-four regulars. We have Days of Mindfulness every 
month, when practitioners bring family and friends and share what 
they have learned. We bring Thay’s books so that people can have 
access to them. We share with newcomers the importance of taking 
responsibility for the violence in our country.

The Las Flores Sangha has made it a goal to put into practice 
the Five Mindfulness Trainings by organizing teams in the areas 
of ecology, nutrition, social and family violence, and end-of-life 
support.

I Ecology 
Jose Antonio Gonzalez and Paulina Parlange have prepared 

a beautiful presentation for people who live in poor communities 
near beaches and forests in Mexico to make them aware of the 
importance of conserving natural resources and taking care of the 
environment. Jose and Paulina have already done a wonderful job 
in Michoacan, and they are now leading a workshop in Oaxaca. We 
are preparing a simple email presentation to send to our friends 
about how much damage we do to our planet with our unmindful 
actions and how we can, through small daily decisions, reverse 
these actions.

Nutrition
One Sangha member, Cecilia Dominguez, is preparing a 

menu guide of nutritionally-balanced vegetarian meals to help us 
become more vegetarian every day. She is helping anyone who 
wants to have a more meaningful, mindful diet. We hope to publish 
a practical, simple guide in Spanish. 

Social and Family Violence 
Every two weeks, I practice at Casa Hogar Margarita, a shel-

ter for poor girls from violent families, which I founded in 1998. 
We teach the parents meditation, and we have a Dharma sharing 
about violence in childhood, in families, and in our society. Our 
intention is to help parents and other family members understand 
their seeds of anger and transform them into understanding and 
compassion, so as to avoid repeating the same violence with their 
children. We will soon teach the children a daily meditation to 
practice before supper.

Last summer, I gave a free workshop for teachers from low-
income public schools to help them learn meditation techniques 
and to understand the sources of suffering and violence.  The 
goal of the workshop was to help them become more peaceful, 
understanding teachers.

Being with Dying
Three women from our Sangha are helping people with loved 

ones who are dying or have recently died. Our Sangha practices 
Joan Halifax’s meditations (which Caleb Cushing shared with us) 
at least monthly to help people become aware of the inevitability 
of death as a normal passage and a continuation of life.

Las Flores 
Sangha

By Lorraine Keller



Who Am I in This Picture? 
Amherst College Portraits 
    
 With Brett Cook and 

Wendy Ewald

Amherst College Press, 
2009

Soft cover,  
96 pages  

Reviewed by Karen 
Hilsberg   

Who Am I in This Picture? documents a community art proj-
ect conducted by Sangha member and artist Brett Cook and 
photographer Wendy Ewald at Amherst College in 2007 and 
2008. The college was the setting for a massive experiment 
in cultivating new forms of knowledge and consciousness 
through portraits and interviews with staff, faculty, and stu-
dents. The book follows Cook and Ewald’s intimate work with 
eighteen members of the college community in contemplative, 
educational, and creative exercises that focused on learning. 
The project acted as a multicultural process of community 
building and resulted in six 12-foot by 30-foot portrait trip-
tychs mounted across the Amherst College campus, as well 
as an exhibition at the Mead Art Museum. 

The artworks themselves—each of which portrays a student, 
staff member, and faculty member—were generated by Ewald 
and Cook, with participation from students in Ewald’s seminar 
“The Practice of Collaborative Art,” members of the campus 
and western Massachusetts communities, and the subjects of 
the portraits. The six triptychs combine photographs, painting, 

and words in striking ways. The fact that the artworks were 
made by thousands of participants endows the pieces with 
great power. Each portrait is a reflection of the community, 
not unlike a Sangha. As our teacher Thich Nhat Hanh would 
say, “The one contains the all, and the all contains the one.” 

In a spirit of inquiry, the subjects of the portraits reflected on 
questions that they themselves generated about being a part 
of the Amherst College community. The questions are very 
thought-provoking: What does the term “learning” mean to 
you? How has your life journey helped you to determine what 
learning means? Who/what has been your most influential 
teacher? Is it possible to learn everything about yourself? 
Does being educated make you happier? Do different cultures 
learn differently? How should a teacher define success? This 
is a mere sample of the questions posed by this project. As 
I reflected on these questions and the stories of the portrait 
subjects, memories of my own experiences at college arose. 
I also contemplated some of these questions in relationship 
to my experience as a member of the Sangha and the Order 
of Interbeing. 

I appreciated the sentences that each subject wrote by hand 
on his or her own portrait. After reflecting on the questions 
above and many others, each person came up with a phrase 
that encapsulated his or her experience or understanding and 
wrote this on his or her portrait in big letters. Some of the 
sentences read: “You can’t be invisible or you will miss out.” 
“I feel the loneliest when I am not learning anything.” “I use 
people’s names so they know that they matter.” “I feel like I 
was taught to learn by listening.” “I am so much the people 
who are around me.” “It’s not just a job, it’s a lifestyle.” “Am 
I any different from the guy around the corner who knows 
everything about a ’67 Bonneville?” “When people aren’t 
educated, they can’t hold their governments accountable.”  

The book beautifully documents the project from start to finish 
with lovely photographs and fascinating interviews with the 
artists and members of the community. I feel very inspired by 
the community building that took place at Amherst through 
this contemplative project. 
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Where Peace Is Needed
In September 2009, after completing a course of chemo-

therapy and right before my surgery, I was profoundly happy to 
be ordained into the Order of Interbeing at the Deer Park retreat. 
Four practitioners from the Las Flores Sangha came with me and 
brought family members. I was so happy to translate Thay’s last 
Dharma talk for them. They were very touched.

With every decision I make, I go to the teachings for guid-
ance, and every time I find help. Meditation has taught me to love 
myself and to feel secure and peaceful, no matter what happens in 
my life. It has helped me to face cancer treatment with gratitude, 
acceptance, love and compassion towards myself and others. 

I am profoundly grateful that I have had the chance in this life 
to learn about Buddhism through Thay’s teachings, and I am com-

mitted to spreading it all around 
me, especially in my country, 
where social justice and peace are 
so deeply needed. 

 

Lorraine Keller, True Mountain of  
Jewels, practices with Mexico 
City’s Las Flores Sangha. She 

was ordained in 2009, right after 
finishing eight chemotherapy 

treatments and just before 
undergoing cancer surgery. She 

enjoyed being alive to listen to 
Thay. She arrived at the surgery 

full of  peace and joy; the 
doctors could not believe it.



46  Summer 2010

Child’s Mind
   How Mindfulness  

Can Help Our Children  
Be More Focused, Calm  
and Relaxed

By Christopher Willard

Parallax Press, 2010

Softcover

128 pages

Reviewed by Judith Toy

Did you know the words meditation and medicine are derived 
from the same Sanskrit word for “inner measure”? This is a 
pivotal gem from Parallax’s new book on mindfulness for 
kids. Indeed, mindfulness practice is good medicine—for 
both young and old.

A great resource book for teachers, doctors, mindfulness 
practitioners, therapists, parents, grandparents, and all who 
work with the young, Child’s Mind is chock full of ideas 
and sensory exercises for centering children in the Here 
and the Now. Beginning with the premise that children are 
the embodiment of beginner’s mind and therefore a fertile 
field, Willard lays out exercises for “child-sized attention 
spans and the diverse sensory learning styles of children.” 
Backed by solid and extensive research, the author builds a 
case for the advantages of meditation in general, and then 
tells how meditation specifically benefits children and other 
humans. Among other perquisites, Willard notes, mindfulness 
strengthens one’s ability to adapt, increases concentration, 
and reduces reactivity.

“Because the purest water flows from closest to the spring, 
I try to use original meditation techniques that have been 
well-practiced through the years. These include adaptations 
of grown-up practices from respected meditation teachers 
East and West that I have integrated with contemporary 
research.”

Citing world experts like Jack Kornfield, Sigmund Freud, 
John Kabat-Zinn, Thich Nhat Hanh, and one of my personal 
favorites for children, Maureen Murdock (Spinning Inward), 
the author begins with the premise that an adult who practices 
mindfulness is capable of passing the skill to children. He of-
fers a definition of and introduction to mindfulness, methods 
adults can employ to establish their own practice, and methods 
for teaching meditation and mindfulness to kids.

Part II of the book offers Meditations for Mental and Emo-
tional Well-Being, to transform or calm the effects of depres-
sion, anxiety, psychological trauma, impulse control, and the 
autism spectrum in children. Subsequent chapters deal with 
specific childhood issues such as sleep deprivation and test 

anxiety. Part III provides resources and program ideas. The 
book ends with a comprehensive bibliography. 

I am reminded of a tender time a few years after the 1989 
revolution in Romania, when my husband Philip and I intro-
duced the mindfulness bell to a group of orphans we were 
teaching there. One morning, a fifteen-year-old girl came to 
class with bandaged arms because she had used an open tin 
can to slit her wrists. The other children, mostly teens, were 
visibly upset. The room felt chaotic. We called for a translator, 
and in the ensuing confusion, Olivia, a lame young woman, 
limped to the front of the room, gingerly picked up the mind-
fulness bell in her shriveled hand and invited the bell. The 
sound calmed us all. 

Here is the medicine of mindfulness—the rich offerings of 
Child’s Mind, a handbook that holds no less potential than 
the children of the world. 

 

Together We Are One
Honoring Our Diversity,  
Celebrating Our Connection 

 By Thich Nhat Hanh 

   Available June 2010 

 Parallax Press

  
Together We Are One offers 
profound and socially relevant 
teachings from retreats for peo-
ple of color with Thich Nhat 
Hanh and the Sangha. This new 
book is a distillation of Thich 
Nhat Hanh’s talks, interwoven 
with personal stories from a 

diverse group of participants of color.  
Addressed are such questions as:

•	How	can	we	find	our	true	home	and	feel	we	belong,	who-
ever and wherever we are?

•	What	are	the	different	experiences	of	people	of	color	in	
our Sanghas?

•	How	can	we	and	our	Sanghas	welcome	and	embrace	more	
diversity?

•	How	can	we	apply	Buddhist	insights	to	help	heal	the	suf-
fering of separation, discrimination and prejudice?

If you are interested in relating with more wholeness and 
celebration to all aspects of your identity, and making the 
treasures of your ancestors more available to you and your 
descendents, this book is for you. It includes original draw-
ings, poetry, and a new and expanded version of Touching 
the Earth to our Land Ancestors, created during the people 
of color retreats. 
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Mindfulness Bell Survey
By James Schaan and Natascha Bruckner

As a key step in our efforts to transform the Mindfulness Bell, we 
conducted the first-ever MB reader survey. Our purpose was to 
discover who our readers are, how they feel about important aspects 
of the MB, and what they’d like to see in the magazine. The survey 
was conducted online and targeted to three groups: current sub-
scribers, past subscribers, and potential subscribers.

The survey helped us understand who our readers are and their 
desires for both the content and style of the Mindfulness Bell. For 
many questions, the results showed us what we expected to see. 
There were also a number of surprising responses. Here are a few 
examples of each:

Not Surprising:
It appears there are more girl Buddhists than boy Buddhists. At 
least, more girl Buddhists responded to our survey. Feel free to 
draw the conclusions you prefer.

The number of articles, breadth of content, and frequency of the 
Mindfulness Bell are about what our readers expect.

The majority of survey respondents would like to see more articles 
written by or about Thay and the monks and nuns. 

The great majority of respondents feel that subscriptions are do-
nations to the Mindfulness Bell that help spread the Dharma and 
Thay’s presentation of the teachings of the Buddha, and that the 
subscription price is about right.

Surprising:
Responses across all three survey categories showed us that the 
majority of our current, past, and future readers practice indi-
vidually rather than as Sangha members. Knowing this, we will 
continue to offer tools and insights for individual practice, as well 
as encouragements and guidance for Sangha building.

There is a migration of past subscribers and a majority of online 
respondents who only read the Mindfulness Bell online. How-
ever, all three survey groups responded that they want the print 
version of the magazine to continue. In order to support the flow 
of resources to continue MB in print form, we will add a secure 
donations page to our website, www.mindfulnessbell.org.

The vast majority of readers feel a very strong connection with 
Thay and the monastics. We were not surprised that these feelings 
of affinity existed, but we were surprised by the strength of those 
feelings. As we continue along our path with our readers, we will 

A address methods for helping people feel more deeply connected 
with the core practitioners of the Order of Interbeing. 

The results showed us that we are on the right path. We also have 
opportunities to transform, and to help our readers have the best 
experience possible with our magazine. And when we say “our,” 
we mean “our” as in yours, too. Your subscriptions, donations, 
writing, artwork, volunteer support, and deep listening/reading 
bring this publication to life. The Mindfulness Bell is a meeting 
ground for the maha-Sangha. Together, we can all ensure it is a 
place of collective awakening.

If you’d like to learn more about the survey, please email editor@
mindfulnessbell.org. To answer the survey questions in writing, 
send a self-addressed stamped envelope to the Mindfulness Bell, 
c/o David Percival, 745 Cagua S.E., Albuquerque NM 87108. 
Contact us if you are interested in volunteering for the Mindful-
ness Bell by helping with the website, fundraising, copy editing, 
or staffing a booth at a retreat.

The Mindfulness Bell survey was conducted by James Schaan, 
Most Gentle Goodness of  the Heart, a marketing and business 

development professional, and Elizabeth Hospodarsky, 
Compassionate Connection of  the Heart, an organizational 

leadership and development training professional. They live in 
Tucson, Arizona and are members of  Singing Bird Sangha. 

Errata
Please accept our apologies for the misprints that appeared 
in the Winter/Spring 2010 issue of the Mindfulness Bell. 
Visit www.mindfulnessbell.org to see the correct table of 
contents and full version of the article, “The Miracle of 
Sangha,” written by our monastic brothers and sisters. 
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In the Footsteps of the Buddha
and other journeys

Mindfulness Bell 3.5” x 4.75

Pilgrimages with Dharmacharya Shantum Seth 
across India and South Asia

Buddhapath journeys have been 
highly acclaimed for over 20 
years. Now o�ering mindful and 
transformative journeys in all 
‘Eleven Directions’. Dh. Shantum Seth

Contact us at:

info@buddhapath.com
        info@elevendirections.com

www.buddhapath.com

"With each step and breath the Buddha comes alive. 
Shantum's knowledge, insight and humor brings joy 
to those journeying with him in the footsteps of the 
Buddha."

-Thich Nhat Hanh, Zen Master

www.elevendirections.com
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The Mindfulness Bell comes to you three 
times a year, in February, June, and October.  
Each issue contains:

•	A	current	teaching	by	Thich	Nhat	Hanh

•	Stories	of	personal	practice	

•	Insights	from	monastic	and	lay	 
Dharma teachers

•	Poetry,	art,	photos	from	the	 
worldwide Sangha 

A Journal of the Art of Mindful Living in the Tradition  
of Thich Nhat Hanh Published by Plum Village

Subscribe to the 
Mindfulness Bell

Prices for subscriptions within U.S.
3 issues $24 / 6 issues $45
9 issues $63 / 15 issues $90

Prices for subscriptions outside U.S.
(including Canada & Mexico)

Payment must be in U.S. Dollars
3 issues US$30 / 6 issues US$57
9 issues US$81 / 15 issues US$120

United Kingdom residents only:
Sarah Sweet 
Birdshole Cottage, Birdshole Lane 
Barcombe 
E. Sussex  BN8 5TJ 
England (UK)
Tel 0844 5734 901
mindfulness.bell@interbeing.org.uk

Online order form: www.interbeing.org.uk/
download/mb_sub_05.pdf

The Netherlands: 
Contact Greet de Weger,  
De Kampen 134,  
7943 HS Meppel  
mindfulness.bell@aandacht.net

For subscription inquiries, address changes, 
and single issue sales:

Contact David Percival:
505-266-9042 or  
subs@ mindfulnessbell.org or  
dperciva@unm.edu

Subscribe easily and securely at
www.mindfulnessbell.org
Download subscription forms from the Mindfulness Bell web site.
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