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Dear Thay, dear Sangha,

Many times in my life, I’ve wondered: 
what is love? How can I love better? 
Lately, some of my dear friends have 
been faced with intense suffering. One 
friend is dying of cancer and his wife 
was just diagnosed with it, too. Another is having surgery on her spine. 
Another is feeling waves of anxiety. Daily, I search my heart to find 
ways to love them more skillfully. The stories in this issue are lanterns 
illuminating my path. I hope they will help light your way, too.

Ursula LeGuin once wrote, “Love does not just sit there, like a 
stone; it has to be made, like bread, remade all the time, made new.” In 
this issue, writers tell us about practical tools that renew and enliven 
their love—hugging meditation, shared sitting practice, Beginning 
Anew, metta, and the root of it all, mindfulness. With mindful awareness, 
we continually wake up to sources of joy, rediscover our own smile, 
and come home to the love we are.

This issue takes us to Indonesia and Thailand, two of five petals 
on the “beautiful flower of the Southeast Asia Tour,” as Thay expresses. 
We witness the alms round at Borobudur and drink Dharma rain in 
Yojakarta. We journey to “Plum Village Thailand” in Pak Chong, where 
the Sangha plans to build two monasteries and an Institute of Applied 
Buddhism. We learn about the first retreat at Nhap Luu Monastery in 
southern Australia. The fledgling Thai and Australian practice centers 
need our support; please see pages 45 and 46 to make a financial 
gift.

Crowning this issue is a rich Dharma talk from our teacher. 
Gently, he guides us to work with our perception of reality. He walks 
us through the three doors of liberation—emptiness, signlessness, and 
aimlessness—which “help us to touch the nature of impermanence, of 
non-longing, of nirvana, and of throwing away.”

Holding this magazine, you hold the fruits of many practitioners’ 
attention and love. This publication is brought to life by their contribu-
tions, but also by your support. Please visit www.mindfulnessbell.org 
to renew your subscription, give a gift subscription, or donate. Your 
offering will help sustain our beautiful Dharma flower and lift us closer 
to our goal of creating an online magazine. 

May the insight, beauty, and joy in these pages bring understand-
ing and peace. May they light our way home.

With love and gratitude,

Benevolent Respect of the Heart



Blue Cliff Monastery
Pine Bush, New York

2011 Tentative Schedule

April 27-May 1 Retreat for O.I./O.I. Aspirants

June 8-12 Young Adults Retreat

June 15-19 Vietnamese Retreat

July 3-10 Family Retreat

For confirmation, please visit bluecliffmonastery.org  
or contact us at (845) 733-4959 ext. 21 /  
office@bluecliffmonastery.org. 

Water the Seeds of the Mindfulness Bell Online

We are cultivating the seeds of an online magazine to 
make our publication accessible to a larger, more diverse 
readership. Your support is invaluable to us! To offer your 
expertise in website development, please contact editor@
mindfulnessbell.org. To make a financial contribution, visit 
www.mindfulnessbell.org or send your gift to the Mindfulness 
Bell c/o David Percival, 745 Cagua S.E., Albuquerque NM 
87108.

JAPAN TOUR
Join Thay and the Plum Village Monastics in Japan 

April 23 - May 7, 2011 
 
Dear friends,

You are cordially invited to join Thay and the Plum Village mo-
nastics for a mindful tour in Japan from April 23 – May 7, 2011. 
It’s been sixteen years since Thay last taught in Japan. Thay 
would like to have the presence of our international fourfold 
Sangha in order to re-introduce the Plum Village practice in 
Japan and to give support to our Japanese friends who are 
new to the practice.

The tour will start in the historical city of Kyoto. A public talk will 
be hosted by Myoshinji, one of the headquarter temples of the 
Rinzai Zen School. A week-long retreat will take place at Sojiji 
in Yokohama, a headquarter temple of the Soto Zen School. 
We will then join around 2,000 friends for a peace walk com-
memorating the atomic bomb victims, in which Thay will be the 
keynote speaker at this Hiroshima ceremony in Tokyo. The tour 
will end with a public talk in Tokyo.

If you are interested in being part of the delegation to Japan, 
please contact Sister Tue Nghiem at tnhasiatour@gmail.com.

sangha EVENTS
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The Fourth Establishment of 
Mindfulness and the Three 

Doors of Liberation
By Thich Nhat Hanh

Dharma Talk at the University of Nottingham, United Kingdom

August 17, 2010
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Good morning, dear Sangha. Here we are in the University of 
Nottingham, at our retreat, “Living Mindfully, Living Peacefully.” 
The other day, we spoke about the Four Establishments of Mind-
fulness, the four domains of mindfulness. The first is the body, 
the second is the feelings, and the third is the mind. The fourth 
foundation of mindfulness is the objects of mind, which we will 
talk about today. 

There are also four exercises of mindful breathing to recognize 
and look deeply into every mental formation. Mind here is a river, 
and the drops of water that make up the river are mental forma-
tions. Mental formations are born, stay for a while, and die. There 
is hate, anger, fear, despair; there is mindfulness, concentration, 
love, and so on. We sit on the bank of the river of the mind and 
recognize, contemplate, and look deeply into each mental forma-
tion as it manifests. 

The first exercise is to recognize the mental formation. The 
second exercise is to gladden your mind. If we know how to rec-
ognize the good seeds in the bottom of our consciousness and help 
them to manifest, then we can create joy. When our nourishment 
and healing are strong, we will be able to handle the afflictions, 
the despair, the suffering in us. The third exercise is concentrating 
the mind. With mindfulness, we begin to focus our attention on a 
particular object. That object might be our joy or our unhappiness, 
or our pain. That object might be a cloud or a pebble. Using the 

G strength of mindfulness and concentration, we look deeply into 
the object of our meditation with the power of concentration. 
The fourth exercise of mindful breathing is to liberate the mind. 
Salvation, liberation comes not by grace, but by mindfulness and 
concentration. So with the power of concentration, we can burn 
away the afflictions that are in us, like a lens concentrates the 
power of the sun to start a fire.

Four Exercises with Perception
When we work with the object of mind, we deal with the 

problem of perception. We believe that there is a mind that’s try-
ing to perceive an objective reality. Many scientists of our time 
still believe that our consciousness is something in here, trying 
to reach out, to understand the objective reality out there. But in 
fact, the object of perception and subject of perception cannot be 
separate. They manifest at the same time. So the object of your 
perception in Buddhism is called the object of mind. 

The first exercise that the Buddha proposed in working with 
perception is contemplating impermanence. Breathing in, I con-
template impermanence. I see everything is changing. Nothing 
stays the same in two consecutive moments, including my body, 
my feelings, my perceptions, all my mental formations, and my 
consciousness. Everything is moving, is changing.

If the son makes a peace-

ful, joyful, happy step, all 

the ancestors in him enjoy 

that. It’s so kind of you to 

walk for your ancestors, 

for your parents.

dharma TALK
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Thich Nhat Hanh with Prof. Dr. Phra Dharmakosajam, Mahachula University, Thailand photo by Paul Davis

Intellectually that is not difficult to understand, but imper-
manence should not only be a concept. It should be an insight. 
Many of us accept the truth of impermanence, but we still behave 
as if things are permanent. We think of ourselves, our beloved 
ones, our institutions of society as permanent. And when things 
are impermanent, and we believe them to be permanent, we suf-
fer. We have to cultivate the insight of impermanence in order to 
liberate ourselves. 

Impermanence is a kind of medicine that can help cure the 
disease of permanence, but if you get that disease of permanence, 
it’s very difficult to heal. Suppose the notion of impermanence is 
like this match, that you must use to produce the flame. It is the 
flame that we need, and not the match. But without the match, 
we cannot produce a flame. When the flame is born, it begins 
to consume the match. So when the insight of impermanence 
is born, it begins to free you from the notion of impermanence. 
And that is why in the First Mindfulness Training of the Order 
of Interbeing, it says not to be idolatrous about any doctrine and 
teaching, including Buddhist teaching. You have to free yourself 
from ideologies and doctrines and teachings. 

The second exercise is to contemplate non-craving, non-
longing. When we long for something very strongly, when we 
crave something very strongly, we lose the present moment, we 
lose ourselves, and all the wonders of life available in the present 
moment. We lose life. And we know that happiness is not possible 
when you are sucked into the future, always desiring something. 
We practice: breathing in, I release my longing, I release my crav-
ing for something in the future; breathing out, I contemplate no 
longing, no craving.

The third exercise is the contemplation of nirvana. Nirvana 
is our true nature of no birth and no death, no coming, no going, 
no being, no non-being. Nirvana is the extinction of all notions. 
In fact, the word nirvana means extinction. This is a very deep, 
very strong practice of concentration to touch our true nature, the 
nature of no birth and no death, nirvana.

And the fourth exercise is to release all notions and ideas. 
The Sanskrit word means to throw away, very strongly; to throw 
away ideas, notions, concepts. 

With the power of concentration, we can burn away the afflictions that 

are in us, like a lens concentrates the power of the sun to start a fire.
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These four exercises help us to look deeply into the nature of 
our perception of reality and scientists are trying to do the same 
thing. They use the language of mathematics, splitting atoms 
and particles. In the field of meditation, we use the instruments 
of mindfulness and concentration. Today we are focusing on the 
exercises using concentration in order to break through to the 
heart of reality.

Three Doors of Liberation
The teaching on the three doors of liberation is available in 

every Buddhist tradition. Also called the three concentrations, they 
help us to touch the nature of impermanence, of non-longing, of 
nirvana, and of throwing away. 

Emptiness
The first door is called emptiness. Emptiness is a profound 

teaching. It would be helpful to answer the question: empty of 
what? This glass is empty of tea, but it’s full of air. So empty is 
always empty of what? It’s like consciousness is always conscious-
ness of something.

When we look into this beautiful chrysanthemum, we get the 
impression that this flower is full of the cosmos. Everything in the 
cosmos is there in the flower, including the cloud, the sunshine, 
the soil, minerals, time, and space, everything. It looks like the 
whole cosmos has come together to manifest the flower. The one 
contains the all.

There is only one thing that is not there: that is a separate 
entity, a separate existence. The flower is full of the cosmos, of 
everything else, but the flower is empty of a separate self.  No 
separate self, that is the first meaning of emptiness. You cannot be 
by yourself. You have to inter-be with the cosmos. And we are all 
in you. If you look deeply into yourself, you see all of us in you. 
That is the beginning of the contemplation of interbeing, focusing 
on the teaching of emptiness.

How do we apply that teaching to our daily life, so it has 
value for us? When a father looks deeply into his son, he sees that 
his son is his continuation, that he is fully present in every cell of 
his son, and making his son suffer is to make himself suffer. He 
begins to see the truth of interbeing: the father is in the son, and 
the son is in the father. Thanks to the father, the son can connect 
with and feel that all the ancestors are in him. When the son walks, 
all the ancestors walk too. And if the son makes a peaceful, joyful, 
happy step, all the ancestors in him enjoy that. It’s so kind of you 
to walk for your ancestors, for your parents. Maybe your parents 
did not have a chance to learn about walking meditation. And now 
you walk for your parents, you walk for your ancestors, you walk 
like a free person on this beautiful planet. So every breath, every 
step, everything you do can be done with the insight of interbeing, 
with emptiness.

The nature of the Buddha is also the nature of interbeing. A 
Buddha is made only of non-Buddha elements. So when you look 
into the Buddha, you don’t see him as a separate entity, outside 

of you. You see his nature of interbeing. And when you look at 
you, you see the same. And that is why you know that the Buddha 
is not someone out there. The Buddha is right here in you. And 
because the Buddha is empty of a separate self, and because you 
are empty of a separate self, that is why communication is very 
deep. So interbeing is right view. Right view, according to Bud-
dhism, is the abolishment of all views, the absence of all views, 
so that the insight of impermanence, the insight of emptiness, the 
insight of interbeing can manifest.

In a relationship of teacher and students, I have always seen 
that everything I do for myself, I do for my disciples, and the 
happiness and the suffering of my disciples have to do with my 
happiness and suffering. We know that we inter-are, and with that 
kind of awareness, we help each other, we belong to one body, the 
Sangha. When you have the insight of emptiness, interbeing, you 
don’t suffer anymore from separation, hate, anger, or despair. And 
that is the fruit of the contemplation on emptiness.

Signlessness
The second door of liberation is the door of signlessness. 

“Sign” means the appearance, the form. You might be fooled by 
an appearance, you might be fooled by the form, and that is why 
we have to train ourselves to see beyond the forms, beyond the 
signs.

Suppose you have a particular sympathy with a certain cloud. 
I wrote a poem about a river that was chasing a cloud all day long, 
and he suffered because clouds are impermanent. When your cloud 
is no longer there in the sky, you cry, “Oh my beloved cloud, where 
are you now? I miss you. You have passed from being into non-
being. I cannot see you anymore.” That’s what we feel when we 
lose someone who is close to us. Just yesterday, he was still alive, 
she talked, he walked, she smiled, and today nothing. She looks 
like she has passed from being into non-being.

But in fact, our cloud is still there. In the beginning, maybe 
half the cloud has become rain and the other half has become snow. 
We should train ourselves to see the continuation of our cloud, 
for it is impossible for a cloud to die. Because to die means from 
something, you suddenly become nothing. From someone, you 
suddenly become no one. Looking deeply into the heart of reality, 
you don’t see anything like that at all. Nothing can be reduced to 
nothingness. It is impossible to pass from being into non-being. 
Your beloved one is still somewhere, and if you have the eyes of 
the bodhisattva, you can still recognize your beloved one in her 
new appearances, in her new signs. So you have to look beyond the 
sign, and that is the wisdom of signlessness. In order to remove our 
grief, to remove our despair and our fear, we should get behind the 
signs. The Buddha said where there is a sign, there is a delusion, 
and that is why we should not count on signs. You have to learn 
how to see things in the light of signlessness.

Thought, speech, and actions: everything you produce in 
these three aspects continues, and that is your continuation. The 
Buddhist term is called karma, which means action. If we know 

dharma TALK
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how to practice according to the recommendation of the Buddha, 
with right thinking, right speech, and right action, we are sure 
to be a beautiful continuation, a happy continuation. And if you 
don’t know how to do that, if you produce thoughts of anger and 
fear and hatred, if you speak in a way that destroys, that is not a 
beautiful continuation.

Nothing is lost, in terms of action. When this body disinte-
grates, our actions continue us, like a cloud. So to say that you 
don’t exist after the disintegration of this body, that is not the 
truth. In the morning, if I have a cup of tea, it will help to make 
my Dharma talk a little bit more beautiful. So if you look into 
the Dharma talk, you can see the tea in it. So the tea is not just in 
the pot; it has a journey, it travels, it has many forms. When you 
produce thought, speech, and action, your actions continue. We 
continue always, even after the disintegration of this body.

Aimlessness
The third concentration is called aimlessness. The meditation 

on aimlessness helps us to see that everything is there already. You 
don’t need to run anymore, and you can let go of your longing, 
your craving, your desire. When a flower practices aimlessness, 
she feels that it is wonderful to be herself. This form is a wonderful 
manifestation of the cosmos. She does not have to be something 
else. She does not want to become a daffodil or a lotus flower; 
she is beautiful as she is.

You are already what you want to become. You don’t need to 
be another person or to run anymore. You are the manifestation 
of the cosmos. Thanks to the practice of aimlessness, there is no 
longer any complex, any longing, any desire; there is complete 
satisfaction, complete fulfillment. What you want to achieve is 
already there. 

Every bodhisattva tradition has the teaching of the three doors 
of liberation. Practicing these three concentrations, we are able to 
touch nirvana, our true nature of no birth and no death. We can 
throw away all notions, like the notions of birth and death, coming 
and going, and so on.

Suppose we draw a line from left to right, representing the 
course of time. We pick up one point here, and we call it B, birth. 
Someone is born in this moment, and they make a birth certificate 
for him. They forget that that child has been nine months in the 
womb of his mother. They think that person exists only on point 

B, but in fact, before B, the child was there. And even before the 
moment of conception nine months before, the child was in the 
father and the mother somehow. So this is a moment of continu-
ation. There is no beginning.

And yet we believe that before we were born, we did not exist, 
and we call this segment non-being. So we think that there will 
be a moment when we stop being, and we call that D, death. We 
believe we have passed from non-being into being, and we will 
pass from being into non-being. So birth and death are two notions 
that go together. The fourth exercise recommends that you throw 
away the notion of birth and death, because your true nature is the 
nature of no birth and no death. Before your cloud appears in the 
form of a cloud, she had been the water in the ocean, and the heat 
produced by the sun. A cloud has not passed from non-being into 
being. So there is no birth; there is only a continuation. Maybe 
for your next birthday, you will sing, instead of “happy birthday,” 
“happy continuation day to me.”

Looking into the nature of the notion of being and non-being, 
you see that being and non-being are just notions; they cannot be 
applied to reality. You cannot describe a cloud in terms of being 
and non-being. You cannot describe your beloved one in terms of 
being and non-being. And you cannot describe God in terms of 
being and non-being.

When you look at the family album, you can see yourself 
as a five-year-old boy, or a five-year-old girl. Ask yourself: am 
I the same person as that little boy? Or I am a different person? 
You look so different from the little boy, the little girl. Your form, 
your feelings, your perceptions are quite different. You cannot 
say that you are identical to that little girl or little boy. Because 
of impermanence, you have changed into an adult, and if you 
compare the two persons, you cannot say that you are exactly the 
same person. Maybe your name remains the same, but in reality, 
the five skandhas have changed a lot. 

You are a continuation of that little boy, or little girl, and the 
question is: if you are not the same person as that little boy, are 
you a totally different person? No, you are not a totally different 
person. You are a continuation of that little boy. It’s like the child 
is a continuation of his father and mother. The word continuation 
is good. And that is why the answer cannot be either “the same” or 
“different.” So there is a pair of notions that should be removed, so 
that freedom can be possible. After you have removed the notion of 

When we look into this beautiful  

chrysanthemum, we get the impression  

that this flower is full of the cosmos.
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When we look into this beautiful  

chrysanthemum, we get the impression  

that this flower is full of the cosmos.

You are already what 

you want to become. You 

don’t need to be another 

person or to run anymore.

birth and death, being and non-being, you remove the 
notion of sameness and otherness. You are not exactly 
the same as your father, as the little boy, but you are 
not entirely another person. So this is the middle way. 
Transcending both notions, sameness and otherness. 

Living mindfully and with concentration, we 
witness impermanence and we touch the truth of no 
sameness, no otherness. And it will reduce greatly the 
suffering and fear in us.

In order to touch the ground of your being, in 
order to touch your true nature, nirvana, in order to 
touch God, it is important to learn how to remove these 
pairs of notions. Because the absence of all these no-
tions means the manifestation of God, of nirvana, of 
true nature. And classically, there is another pair to 
consider, that is the pair of coming and going. Where 
have I come from, and where shall I go? You ask that 
question for yourself. And you ask that question for 
your beloved one. “Darling, where have you come 
from?  Why have you left me?”

So the exercises of the practice of the fourth es-
tablishment include: contemplating impermanence in 
order to touch non-self, interbeing; releasing the long-
ing, the craving for something, which cultivates aim-
lessness; contemplating the ultimate, nirvana, no birth, 
no death, which releases us from being caught in the 
appearance, the forms of things. It is with instruments 
such as the three doors of liberation that you can touch 
directly your true nature. And then you will be able to 
throw away all the notions that are at the foundation 
of your fear and despair and separation.

Edited by Barbara Casey

dharma TALK
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The Talmud says, “Every blade of grass has its angel that bends 
over it and whispers, ‘Grow, grow.’” Imagine the face of a child 
when he or she hears, “You are so precious. You can do it. I’m 
so glad you were born.” Picture the look on a loved one’s face 
in response to, “You are perfect as you are. You are such a joy. I 
am here for you. Thank you for being in my life.”  

What if—like a blade of grass or a tender seed waiting to 
become itself—you were the recipient of continual whispers of, 
“You are enough, just as you are”? And how would the lives of 
those you love be different if you were the whisperer? 

Becoming a Master Gardener
Becoming a master gardener of our relationships, and our-

selves, requires us to learn how to become intimate with the garden 
of our consciousness. Initially the seed of mindfulness develops 
into a wholesome formation through the repetition of returning 
to whatever is happening in the present moment. With the lens of 
mindfulness, it is easier to observe the seeds that lie deep in our 
consciousness, to learn how to water or transform these seeds, 
and to aerate the soil so there is healthy circulation between the 
soil and garden of our consciousness, between the store and mind 
consciousness.  

The Master Gardener as Gatekeeper
The first step toward becoming a master gardener is to de-

velop our awareness of how the quality of our lives is influenced 
by the seeds that have been watered. Everything that affects our 

T

Watering  
the Seeds  

of Love
Growing Mindful Relationships

 

By Jerry Braza

t rue LOVE

What kind of seeds or 

information are you 

allowing to enter your 

consciousness via the 

media, people in your 

life, and your everyday 

conversations?



   the Mindfulness Bell  11

t rue LOVE

consciousness enters metaphorically as a seed. The work of the 
master gardener is that of gatekeeper and protector of the garden 
of our consciousness. According to Thich Nhat Hanh, “Our mind 
is a field, in which every kind of seed is sown—seeds of compas-
sion, joy, and hope, seeds of sorrow, fear, and difficulties.” Seeds 
refer to all the information that enters our awareness and gets 
stored in our consciousness. Using this awareness, think of a 
typical day. What kind of seeds or information are you allowing 
to enter your consciousness via the media, people in your life, 
and your everyday conversations? As parents and those who are 
responsible for or involved in the well-being of others, how do we 
protect the consciousness and the precious potential of the human 
gardens in our care?

Seeds of Suffering and Seeds of Love
Seeds of consciousness fall into two distinct categories—

seeds of suffering and seeds of love. Consider what happens in 
our relationships when we witness or experience someone’s anger, 
hatred, violence, abuse, jealousy, or craving. The act or behavior 
is first noted in our mind consciousness. Immediately, thoughts, 
feelings, and perceptions arise and cause us to create a mental 
formation, or a story in our mind. We then experience this story 
in our mind consciousness—the part of the garden that we see—
which simultaneously triggers a response in our store conscious-
ness, underground. When the seeds of suffering are experienced 
or watered, our typical response is to avoid or suppress them by 
pushing them deep into the store consciousness. The same holds 
true in our relationships, when the seeds of love are experienced 
or nurtured. We don’t suppress them, but we do allow them to 
take root in our store consciousness. Thus, becoming aware of and 
watering the seeds of love, and embracing and transforming the 
seeds of suffering are essential to a healthy and mindful relation-
ship with ourselves and others. 

The Power of Metta
Several years ago, my wife and I began an evening practice of 

sharing metta, or loving kindness, with each other as we prepared 
to sleep. In doing so, our sleep has become deeper and more rest-
ful.  In our practice, we begin with ourselves:

May I be filled with loving kindness.

May I be free from suffering.

May I find joy.

May I be well.

May I find peace.

After directing loving kindness to ourselves, we extend 
thoughts of loving kindness to each other by repeating the above 
phrases, replacing the “I” with “you.” We conclude by sending 
this loving kindness to people that we love and especially to those 
who we know are struggling at this time. Invariably we sleep bet-
ter and wake up more cheerful and more likely to share that good 
will with others.

Selective Watering 
Learning to love requires an understanding of ourselves and 

our relationships. When we understand another person, we will 
know which messages will reinforce our relationship with them. 
There are myriad seeds, some of which need more attention than 
others. Each person is unique—there is not one “love map” or 
seed planting guide that works for all. 

A Seed Sampler 
Here are some mantras that will help us strengthen the master 

gardener in ourselves. 

Loving Kindness: “I love myself so I can love others.”   

Compassion: “My practice is to keep my heart open to the 
suffering in others.”

Joy: “I bring joy to every person I meet.”  

Loving Speech: “I speak from the heart when it is true and 
when it is appropriate.”  

Fear: “When fear arises, I am aware of it and consciously shift 
to loving myself and others.” 

Anger: “Today I aspire to look deeply at the source of my 
anger.”   

Violence: “I aspire to avoid contact with violence in all 
forms.”  

May you be filled with loving kindness and may you be well 
on your journey to watering the seeds of love. 

This article contains excerpts from Watering the Seeds of 
Love: Growing Mindful Relationships, to be published in 2011 by 
Tuttle Publishing. In this book, Jerry Braza offers a secular inter-
pretation of the teachings of the wisdom traditions and Thich Nhat 
Hanh. The book offers insights on how to take care of the gardener 
(all of us) and the garden (the soil of our consciousness) and how to 
water the seeds of love and transform the seeds of suffering, using 
mindfulness as a guide. Visit http://www.wateringtheseedsoflove.
com/ or http://peripluspublishinggroup.com/tuttle/  

Jerry Braza, Ph.D., True Great 
Response, spent a career as a 
professor of  Health Education 

and recently retired from 
Western Oregon University. 

He is the author of  Moment by 
Moment: The Art and Practice of  

Mindfulness. Jerry is a Dharma 
teacher in the lineage of  Thich 

Nhat Hanh and offers retreats and 
days of  mindfulness.
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On August 28, 2010, surrounded by family and friends on a cliff 
overlooking the Pacific Ocean, Annie Millar and I were married. It 
was an extremely moving experience for us, and a deep teaching.

Upon becoming engaged, we had decided to wait a full year 
before getting married. We knew that organizing a wedding is 
often experienced as stressful and harried, and we wanted to give 
ourselves plenty of time to go slowly and enjoy the process. For 
the first few months, we didn’t think much about logistics at all, 
but just enjoyed the solidity of our decision. It was also a time of 
contemplating what marriage meant to each of us, and asking our 
friends and family to share their stories of getting married. 

During this time of reflection, each of us came into contact 
with some of the cultural habit energies about marriage within us. 
While our processes with these energies were different, the main 
theme for each of us was the tension between commitment and 
freedom. How can one promise to do or be something in the future 
and still remain free and open to impermanence? 

Ultimately, we decided to make our ceremony about the pres-
ent rather than the future. We held a circle and asked our friends 
and family to offer their Sangha wisdom about caring for a relation-
ship. People shared poems, songs and reflections on love, creating 
a beautiful collective energy. Then, instead of exchanging vows 
or promises, Annie and I committed to the practices that we had 
found to be the most supportive so far in our relationship. 

O

Annie’s practices are:

I will practice using our experiences of both joy and pain to 
grow in my love for myself and for you.

I will practice sharing myself with you, especially when it’s 
hard, and trusting the love, safety, and power for transformation 
in our relationship.

I will practice loving you unconditionally, appreciating the 
beauty in every aspect of you.

I will practice letting you know what I want and feel, and 
listening to what you want and feel, knowing that both of these 
are a gift to myself and to you.

I will practice knowing and loving myself so that I can most 
fully love you.

My practices are:

I will practice letting go of my ideas of who you are in order 
to see your reality in every moment.

I will practice to recognize and transform the energies of fear 
and criticism in me in order to protect our connection. Instead, I 
will focus on what we both feel and need.

I will practice caring for our relationship so that it can thrive. 
I will try to recognize when our relationship needs more attention 
and make it a priority.

I will practice giving you all of the freedom and space you 
need so you can be happy. I will let go of demands and expecta-
tions and trust that the life within you is perfect. 

I will practice trusting that you love me and want to make my 
life more wonderful. I will share my whole self with you.

We plan to continue reciting these practices together in order 
to begin anew and strengthen our connection. 

T. Ambrose Desmond, True Mountain of  Joy, joined the 
Order of  Interbeing in Estes Park in 2005. He works as 

a therapist in private practice and directs a program 
for emotionally disturbed children in Oakland, CA.

Wedding 
Meditation

By T. Ambrose Desmond
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I was used to offering my time, 

energy, and care to the members 

and guests of the Sangha, and now 

I found myself caring for one little 

being, twenty-four hours a day.

“A mother’s life is not confined to her alone. She is the starting 
point of life that unfolds into the infinite future. With this in 
mind, a mother should be careful in thoughts, choice of words 
and behavior, and live her life with reverence.”  

– Shundo Aoyama, a Japanese Zen priest

The love of a mother is highly valued in different religions and 
cultures. It is often evoked as the highest expression of uncon-
ditional and selfless love. Many mothers share that they hadn’t 
experienced this kind of devotion before giving birth to a child. 
In the Discourse on Love, we find: “Just as a mother protects and 
loves her only child at the risk of her own life, we should cultivate 
boundless love to offer to all living beings in the entire cosmos.” Yet 
many mothers don’t appreciate that motherhood can be a kind of 
spiritual training, a path to explore love and to learn true love.

I became a mother one year after I left Plum Village, where 
I had lived in Lower Hamlet for five years. I’d made a big change 
from life in an international community to life within a small 
family. For me, giving birth was one of the most powerful experi-
ences of my life, and our son Jonathan filled my husband Kai and 
me with love and amazement. My husband and I had both lived 
in Plum Village before our marriage, and as a married couple we 
continued to live a life centered in the practice, but I could not 
appreciate being a mother. I was used to offering my time, energy, 

T
and care to the members and guests of the Sangha, and now I 
found myself caring for one little being, twenty-four hours a day. 
It felt somehow narrow. 

It took time to discover that I was being asked to cultivate and 
strengthen the same qualities I had practiced in Plum Village: pres-
ence, discipline, patience, kindness, devotion, and letting go. One 
night when I got out of bed to tend to Jonathan, I remembered how 
much I had appreciated getting up to greet guests when they arrived 

The Love  
of a Mother 

By Bettina Romhardt
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late at night at the Lower 
Hamlet. I smiled, seeing 
that life always asks us to 
respond to what is needed in this very moment in whatever form 
it appears, no more, no less. In the faces of mothers and fathers 
I met, I began to see their dedication and effort, their steadiness 
and generosity, their tiredness and exhaustion, and I felt much 
appreciation and compassion for them.

Looking Deeply at Motherhood
But amazingly, when I looked more deeply, I saw many 

mothers who could not appreciate themselves as mothers, or who 
appreciated themselves very little, and I began to wonder why 
this was so. One aspect is that our modern society doesn’t really 
value being “just a mother,” but there are also inner attitudes that 
contribute. One is the ideal of the “perfect” mother as a source 
of never-ending energy for her children, which is very hard to 
live up to and can lead to feeling “never good enough.” There 
are many such ideals, personal and collective, transmitted to us 
by our mothers, grandmothers, ancestors, and society. We need 
awareness of these expectations to be able to relax into the chal-
lenges of daily life with loving kindness towards ourselves and 
acceptance of our limitations.

Listening to mothers talking to one other, I also discovered 
that about eighty percent of their conversation is about the life, 
growth, and development of their children, and very little of it 
is about how they themselves are growing as mothers and what 
they are learning about themselves. Becoming a mother seems 
so natural that there is often little awareness about what it really 
means in one’s personal life and growth. It is very beneficial to 
look at this.

After offering days of mindfulness for families for some years, 
I started to offer retreats for mothers so that they could take time 
and space to deeply look into motherhood. In guided meditations 
we look into what we have learned as mothers, what we have given 
to our children, and what they have given to us. One participant 
said, “I learned with my children something I could not accept 
before: that I can’t control life. With my children I constantly need 
to let go of my plans and see my needs as only one part of the whole 
picture.” Another said, “I feel so challenged to develop patience, 
seeing my daughter forgetting her jacket here and there.” Just by 
giving attention, mothers see so many of the wholesome qualities 
they have cultivated. Joy, appreciation, confidence, and strength 
grow out of this awareness. If I appreciate and love myself as a 
mother, appreciation and love for my child can flow naturally.

Another common concern among mothers is finding time and 
energy to practice a spiritual path. A frequent comment is “I am 
often too tired for sitting meditation.” A mother of a young child 
cannot spend hours in sitting meditation, but we are challenged 
to cultivate and strengthen qualities of heart and mind, which we 
often attempt to do in extended retreats. In our tradition, we are 
invited to practice twenty-four hours a day, and we will not find 
any place or time on earth that doesn’t allow us to practice being 

I need to look deeply to see that by  

respecting myself, I respect my child.
mindful. But we need to 
take care of ourselves and 
restore our energy in order 

to sustain and strengthen the energy of mindfulness, concentra-
tion, and insight.

“Mama, You Can Go Rest”
To take time “just for myself ” is often challenging for a 

mother. I need to look deeply to see that by respecting myself, I 
respect my child. Every hour of every day, I transmit everything 
to my child: my joy, irritation, contentment, sadness, the way I 
talk, the way I think or handle my emotions. Of course, parents 
want to offer the best to their children—the best food, the best 
kindergarten, and the best school—but they also need to keep in 
mind Thay’s teaching that the best we can offer is our true presence 
and our own happiness.

The practice of stopping to care for myself and my child is 
crucial. If I stop and take three breaths, I can come back to myself 
and remember, “I am here for me and I am here for you.” When I 
am in touch with myself, I feel my true needs and learn to take care 
of them. I need to nourish myself with the same wholesome nutri-
ments I feed my child. In my experience, children understand and 
support our efforts to do this. When Jonathan grew old enough to 
no longer need a nap in the afternoon, I told him that I still needed 
this time to stop and renew myself. Nowadays he sometimes tells 
me, “Mama, you can go rest.” We need creativity to find time for 
our true needs and we need discipline to take care of them. 

It is wonderful to sit in a circle of mothers, sharing our joy 
and pain, our experiences and questions. Let us create circles of 
mothers to support one other on the path of learning true love for 
ourselves, our children, and all beings. 

Bettina Romhardt, Tree of  True Awakening, 
is a Dharma teacher practicing with her 

son Jonathan (7), her husband Kai, and the 
Sangha Zehlendorf/Berlin.
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Today I take time to note the actions that feel like acts of true 
love toward myself. Waking up, I look deeply into the mirror and 
find a nearly smiling face. An intention is there. Soon a real smile 
warms. Within a few breaths, my body and mind feel happier, in 
harmony. Today I offer my smile to all.

Tweet-tweets dance around my ears, accompanying the wild 
bird seed tossed into the yard. Since spring, the seeds have attracted 
the grey squirrels’ appetite. I’ve come to accept their occasional 
visits. When rodent signs were recently recognized, I set out  
Havahart live traps. Lately a neighbor’s cat has jumped the fence 
to hunt the birds. So just a handful of seed keeps the back yard in 
harmony today. May the animals be well.

I bicycle for grocery shopping and posting a letter, sharing the 
road with vehicles hurrying past. I smile at the interbeing of road, 
bike, cars, drivers, and rider. May they be well, see the impending 
red traffic light, and ease safely to a stop. May they stay present 
and look out for each other. At the store I breathe with gratitude 
that advertisements no longer trigger craving. I find a few grocer-
ies, then without further browsing, go directly to the cashier who 
acknowledges my smile with one of her own. 

Upon returning home I notice some broken glass on the 
street in front of my apartment, get my broom, and sweep it up. I 
smile, knowing that pets and bike tires will be safer. Now filling 
up several five gallon buckets, I haul the bath water to the yard 
and offer it to jasmine vines growing along the fence, rose bushes, 
and geraniums. May the plants be well.

Preparing a simple meal, I slowly eat in silence. When a feel-
ing of loneliness arises, I remember there are friends all over the 
world, transforming suffering and generating the healing energy of 
mindfulness for all. I’m now living in this city to offer assistance 
for the recovery of my mother’s ill health. For the time being, this 
is where I choose to be. At the effort to do what’s right, I smile. 
May all beings be well, have enough food, be happy and light in 
body and spirit.

Getting ready to sleep, once again I find a smiling face in the 
mirror. It was a good day, simple, not too busy, and often mindful. 
My intention to show the smile as a symbol of my freedom, letting 
it support my actions and encounters, was frequently a success. 
My lotus smile blooms from the mud of my mind. Flowers freshly 
watered begin anew. As I’m lying down to rest, Charlie Chaplin’s 
tune “Smile” pops into my mind: “You’ll find that life is still 
worthwhile if you’ll just smile.” 

David M. Nelson, Truly 
Holding Equanimity, is a 
public health nutritionist 

who has produced practice 
videos for the Sangha, 

including “Each of  My Steps 
is a Prayer.” He enjoys 

sitting with the Morning Light 
and Mindful Peacebuilding 

Sanghas in Berkeley.

T       Begin 
Anew 
Smile
By David M. Nelson

My lotus smi le 

blooms from the 

mud of my mind.
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I believe that freedom can be found in true love. My husband and 
I dated for about ten years and then were married for eight. He 
passed on in July 2010 from pancreatic cancer. In our eighteen 
years together, we taught each other a great deal about life and 
love, without the intention of doing so, but by simply respecting, 
accepting, and caring for each other in good times and in “bad” 
times. Our connection was a bond that intertwined us and made 
us stronger as individuals and as a couple.

I was in my early twenties and in college when we met, and 
Paul was slightly older. The first time we ever saw each other, there 
was an instant attraction and connection. When we started dating, 
I was pleasantly surprised by how respectfully he treated me and 
how safe I felt with him. 

A few years into our relationship, Paul got very sick and 
almost died from a rare, benign tumor in his intestines. This condi-
tion came on without warning in a man who had not had so much 
as a sniffle in the time we had been together. I would go to my 
classes and then head to the hospital to sit with him. Paul was my 

I first serious relationship and I loved him, but I was not sure how 
to handle this situation. The beautiful, intelligent, talented musi-
cian that I knew was now lying in a hospital bed being prepped for 
surgery and waiting to find out if this tumor was cancerous. This 
was not the “happily ever after” future that I had romanticized, 
read about, and seen on television. This was messy, crazy life. Was 
I ready for this? Was he? Yes, as it turned out, we were.  

At My Side
He recovered from that illness, but it was a precursor of what 

was to come. In February 2007, five years after we were married, 
I suffered a brain abscess that almost killed me and left me with 
serious side effects. My left leg, arm, hand, and foot were almost 
useless for several months, and I required a lot of therapy and as-
sistance. Paul was at my side the entire time. The only time I felt 
confident that I would recover was when he was with me. He had 
to take care of everything, including me, as well as go to work 
each day. He did it. Every morning he got me out of bed, dressed 

The Freedom of True Love
By Keri R. Hakan

Keri and Paul Hakan
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me, took me downstairs, and made sure I took my medicines and 
ate breakfast. Then he went to work. He came home on his lunch 
break to check on me and eat with me. He did this for a year.  

I felt very guilty that my young husband had to take care of me 
this way, but whenever I said anything about that, he would stop me 
and assure me that he knew I was getting better every day because 
he could see it in me. When he would tell me that, I believed it. He 
loved me in my weakest physical and emotional states. He did not 
see a woman who had lost all her hair, had a huge incision on her 

A Sea of Freedom
I also began these practices, and the release that came from 

practicing mindfulness meditation was like a tidal wave washing 
away negative energies, worries, and fears. The sun shone brightly 
through any clouds at those times, as it does for me today. We 
both marveled at how in touch we were with our bodies and the 
energies that flowed through us, especially when we concentrated 
on our breathing. 

Every morning he got me out of bed, dressed me, took me downstairs, 

and made sure I took my medicines and ate breakfast. He came home on 

his lunch break to check on me and eat with me. He did this for a year.

head from brain surgery, and was unable to do the simplest human 
tasks, like walk normally. He saw his wife, the woman he loved. 
For this love, respect, and compassion I am extremely grateful, 
because they are the reason I was able to recover. 

The Love of My Life 
When Paul was diagnosed with stage IV pancreatic cancer 

in December 2008, it seemed like a nightmare or a horrible joke 
that was being played on us. Were we being tested?  Paul was my 
rock. How could this be happening? I questioned it all the time, 
not wanting it to be reality. One night, a dear friend said to me, 
“Keri, you know that you can handle this; you do know that, don’t 
you?” I did not know it at the time. My own health ordeal was one 
thing, but now the love of my life was being threatened. This was 
an entirely new ball game.   

Paul and I sat down together and had several deep, meaningful 
conversations about what this meant for us and how to deal with it. 
We made the conscious decision together to be positive, no matter 
what happened, and to believe in each other. We set our compasses 
and moved forward into these new rough waters together. Paul 
entrusted his life to me. He allowed me to take care of him as I 
saw fit. I mustered everything I had learned about being seriously 
ill and recovering, and applied to Paul many of the same elements 
that he had used during my illness. He realized he had to take care 
of himself and deal with past situations that had festered in him 
emotionally. He began practicing Tai Chi and qigong and doing 
other self-awareness work that included being present, releasing 
the past, and not being concerned with the future. Meditation 
helped him attain the ability to live in the present moment.  

In the hospital during Paul’s last weeks on earth, I recited the 
guided meditation “In, out, deep, slow; calm, ease, smile, release; 
present moment, wonderful moment,” several times to help him 
relax and fall asleep. It was the only thing that worked. I believe 
that because of meditation practice, Paul lost the fear of cancer 
and death, and realized that there was more beyond his diseased 
body. We both made the connection between our emotional states 
of mind and our illnesses, and believed that our bodies and minds 
were one, as Thay says. Much freedom came to us from living and 
loving mindfully. 

Our illnesses taught us that the love and happiness we shared 
for so many years was a special connection that not everyone 
experiences. We appreciated each other and the life we had in us 
every day, and living mindfully in the present moment helped us 
to do that. Paul taught me that no matter what is going on, there 
is room for opportunity, compassion, love of one’s self and others, 
gratitude, and joy.  

We loved and lived these past two and a half years with gusto 
and with cancer, and it was brilliant. True love and the realization 
that we were living it allowed us to swim in a sea of freedom that 
can only be described as divine. Even now, after Paul’s passing, 
that gift continues to warm my heart and mind and enrich my 
being. 

Keri R. Hakan is thirty-seven years old. In early 2010, she 
and her husband started meditating with The Heartland 

Community of  Mindful Living Sangha in Kansas City, MO. 
She recently relocated to Portland, OR.  
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The Third Mindfulness Training is about integrity, about attacks 
and defense, and about sexual abuse. Sexual energy is a very strong 
force. It can be an extremely destructive fire if it is not embedded 
in the safety of love. If someone is sexually assaulted, the reaction 
is to protect oneself by raising a shield, like putting on an iron har-
ness. It provides protection, but it also blocks communication. It 
is a prison … no openness, no space, no freedom, just loneliness 
and fear. If someone is abused, he or she is put into a prison from 
which it is very difficult to get out. 

When I was nine years old, my parents were killed in a car 
accident. After losing them, I realized that I had to take care of a 
lot of things myself. One of these things was to join people who 
could help me. I met a family that matched very well with my 
own background. Gradually we grew toward each other until we 
considered each other as family. We shared many happy moments. 
Some years later, my foster father showed interest in a sexual 
relationship with me. He talked about it often and one time he 
tried to abuse me. At that time I was quite strong and quick and I 
prevented him from abusing me. From that time on, my feelings 
about the family were ambiguous. On the one hand I needed the 
family, and on the other hand there was danger in the family. I 
felt suspicious; the family had lost part of its safety and trust. I 
found myself playing a role rather than being spontaneous. Home 
seemed to be polluted. I felt less freedom, less expression, less 
growth. I was surrounded by an unseen prison. 

T I Had to Live
Much later, all of the family got to know my foster father’s 

abusive activities, because they were not limited to me. I saw the 
damage that was done within and outside the family. By that time 
I was a father myself. My wife and I realized that our child might 
be at risk. As often happens, the family tried to restore harmony 
by forgiving and forgetting. For me, it resulted in a moral conflict 
I could not live with. I chose to leave the foster family and saw 
them no more. 

My decision had effects that were difficult to deal with. I was 
ill for almost a year. I experienced hell, mentally and physically, 
especially at night. I tried to cope in many ways, with help from 
my wife, from friends, from therapists and doctors. I studied, 
changed work, and tried my best to be a good father and husband. 
One day I found myself walking in nature beside a small forest 
stream, suddenly discovering that I had the wish to exist no more. 
I also realized that I had to live, because I did not want my kids to 
have the same pain I had myself: to be without a father. One month 
later I realized that an unhappy father will cause unhappy children 
and an unhappy wife. I decided that I had to become happy, even 
though I did not feel capable of change anymore. 

I took a book, The Way to Happiness, by the Dalai Lama, from 
my wife’s bookshelf, and started doing exercises in our attic every 
day, meditating on emptiness and compassion. After most medita-
tions I fell into a calm, deep sleep, without nightmares. After a few 

The Diamond 
Within

By Hans

On the one hand I needed the  

family, and on the other hand  

there was danger in the family. 
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weeks my wife asked, “What are you doing in the attic? Whatever 
it is, it has a very positive effect on you.” The next summer we 
traveled to Plum Village for the first time. Since then, there is more 
and more space, freedom, and happiness in me and my family. Not 
all is easy, but a lot of things have changed for the better. 

Look for the Diamond
Many women and men are damaged by abuse. They live in 

prisons. They may have defensive or aggressive communication. 
But this is not who they really are … it is only the expression of 
their pain. Within the hard walls of their prison is a diamond. We 
should always look for the diamond, because the diamond within 
is what we really are. 

The Third Mindfulness Training provides a clear formula 
that can be used as a very practical tool to start discussions about 
the difficult subject of sexual abuse. It can be applied to start to 
repair damage caused by abuse and as a tool for prevention. In 
Plum Village, I shared my story with the audience, using the text 
of this training. It proved to be a very constructive and powerful 
vehicle to communicate my pain and for others to respond. For 
days, it opened discussion and gave space for many people’s pain 
to be liberated. This is what happened in Plum Village and this is 
what I hope will happen in many more places. The training should 
not only be contemplated; the words of the text can be used in 
many situations in practical life. 

The Third 
Mindfulness 
Training:  
True Love

 
Aware of the suffering 
caused by sexual 
misconduct, I am committed 
to cultivating responsibility 
and learning ways to protect 
the safety and integrity of 
individuals, couples, families, 
and society. Knowing that 
sexual desire is not love, and 
that sexual activity motivated 
by craving always harms 
myself as well as others, I am 
determined not to engage in 
sexual relations without true 
love and a deep, long-term 
commitment made known 
to my family and friends. I 
will do everything in my 
power to protect children 
from sexual abuse and to 
prevent couples and families 
from being broken by sexual 
misconduct. Seeing that 
body and mind are one, I 
am committed to learning 
appropriate ways to take 
care of my sexual energy 
and cultivating loving 
kindness, compassion, 
joy and inclusiveness – 
which are the four basic 
elements of true love – for 
my greater happiness and 
the greater happiness of 
others. Practicing true love, 
we know that we will continue 
beautifully into the future.

Hans, Mindful Commitment of  
the Heart, teaches at a school 

for physical therapists.  Recently, 
at a retreat in Plum Village, he 

enhanced his skills in teaching 
mindfulness. He trains his 

students to use mindfulness 
to transform any learning 
challenges into strengths.
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On April 9, 2005, I spoke for the first time to the son I gave up for adoption 
in July of 1970. I was nineteen years old when he was born. The last time 
I saw him, he was being carried out of the hospital by a social worker. He 
was on his way to the parents who would adopt and raise him. And he was 
on his way out of my life—for thirty-five years. 

After several months of searching, Craig was located, and on a Saturday 
morning, I phoned him. I can’t imagine how it felt to be my son at that mo-
ment, when his birth mother called out of the blue. But I do know that we 
had a wonderful talk, we talked again the next day for hours, and we both 
felt a connection. There were lots of emotions and lots of questions, as we 
both tried to grasp what we were experiencing.

Since then, Craig has come to visit me and I have been to visit him and 
his wife and children. We also communicate by email and phone. He has 
met his birth father, four siblings, and about sixty relatives on both sides of 
the birth families here in Canada. Everyone has welcomed him with love. 
And he has responded with love.
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New 
Moment  

of the 
Heart

By Claudia Baker

I can’t imagine how 

it felt to be my son at 

that moment, when 

his birth mother called 

out of the blue.
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I have been fortunate to be in touch with Craig’s adoptive 
mother, once by phone and several times by email. We discovered 
that we had some things in common. Our own mothers even have 
the same first name! We acknowledged that somewhere in “time 
out of mind” we made this agreement with each other: I would 
bear a child I could not raise, and she would raise that child, giving 
him everything that I could not.  

What I have found, in getting to know Craig, is that he is a 
very caring and loving individual. This is a reflection of the love 
and nurturing that his adoptive parents gave him. I have been able 
to find some peace knowing that Craig had such a loving upbring-
ing. However, total peace was not mine, as I suffered from what is 
called “the primal wound.” This is the deep sense of loss that both 
mother and baby feel when separated shortly after birth. 

During the only phone conversation that I have had with 
Craig’s mother, she happened to say, at one point, “present mo-
ment, wonderful moment.” I was totally taken aback. I asked her 
to repeat what she had said, and then I asked her: “Do you mean 
Thich Nhat Hanh and ‘present moment, wonderful moment’?”

“Yes,” she said. I couldn’t believe that she was Buddhist too! 

She had been practicing in Thay’s tradition for many years. I had 
been practicing in the same tradition for about three years. “What 
are the odds,” I thought, “that Craig’s adoptive mother and birth 
mother are Buddhist, practicing in the exact same tradition with 
the same teacher?”

At the Touching Peace Retreat at Bishop’s University in Len-
noxville, Quebec, in August of 2005, I told this story one afternoon 
in my family group. It was a difficult story to tell. It had only been 
four months since I found Craig and six weeks since I first met 
him. I was full of emotion and for several minutes, could not say 
any words or even get my breath. My family waited patiently as I 
slowly composed myself and could speak. I told my story: how I 
had given up Craig for adoption. How I had not known anything 
about where Craig and his family lived or what their names were. 
How I finally reconnected with him and got to know his adoptive 
mother a little. And, how his adoptive mother is also Buddhist, 
practicing in the same tradition.

At the end of the afternoon gathering, as my brothers and 
sisters left the family meeting, one person stayed behind. I was 
aware of him, and as I gathered up my belongings and prepared 
to leave, he said to me: “You know, your son had a very auspi-
cious birth.”

“What do you mean?” I asked him.

“Well,” he said, “a person who is born with not one, but two 
Buddhist mothers, has been or done something very special in at 
least one past lifetime.” 

His comment went straight to my heart. “At last,” I remember 
thinking, “there is some sense to make of all this.” There is a rea-
son that this child needed to be born. The sorrow, the deep sense 

“You know, your son had a very auspicious birth.”

of loss, the pain—all still there after thirty-five years—suddenly 
lessened and were replaced by new feelings: wonder and awe. 
And, at last, some peace. 

I will always be grateful to the two wonderful people who 
accepted with love the son I felt I could not keep. Their son loves 
and cares for them so much. I will always be grateful for reading 
a book by Thay, which got me started on the path. And I will al-
ways be grateful to the person who stayed behind a few moments 
to share his thoughts with me about Craig’s birth. It has enabled 
me to move past some of the pain and loss to freedom, stability, 
and appreciation. 

Claudia Baker, True Precious 
Peace, lives outside Ottawa, 

Ontario, where she practices 
with the Ottawa Pagoda 

Sangha. She is a high school 
teacher and has two other 

children, now grown.
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When the Dalai Lama was asked to address the problem of depres-
sion and suicide in the United States, he was taken back that there 
was a situation to consider. Embedded in Buddhism and much of 
Asian culture is the idea of respect, not only for others but also 
for self. The notion of not liking ourselves is as foreign as not 
appreciating existence. Here in the West, value is not necessarily 
equated with just being. Our value increases or decreases with the 
money we make, the possessions and positions we have, or our 
overall standing compared to others. We live with debilitating core 
doubts such as, “Am I good enough? Am I lovable?” 

At forty-two years of age, I’ve had my share of relationships. 
There was friendship, even marriage, but there was also much 
heartache. For eight years, I stayed in a marriage where I was 
beaten and threatened with my life if I left. Lacerations to my 
mouth and strangulation were not enough for me to realize that I 
deserved to be loved. It took the birth of my son, and another visit 
to the emergency room, to make me truly consider what a loving, 
respectful relationship would be. If my son was to have love in his 
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life, it would have to begin with me. I would have to learn how to 
love myself and not accept the disrespect of someone who could 
not truly love me.

After my divorce, I had a boyfriend who had the same spiri-
tual practice that I did. Though there was no physical abuse, he 
belittled those around him. Once, while caressing me, he froze, 
got up, and walked off without saying a word. Later, he said, “You 
look like a mother.” From that point on, whenever I looked at my 
body, I no longer felt lovable. 

In our talks, he acknowledged that he felt insecure. In his past 
relationships, he thought that women didn’t love him, but had an 
agenda behind the guise of love to get something—a marriage 
proposal, a baby, security. He believed that it was always some-
thing other than him that was lovable. I was the same. We shared 
the belief that we weren’t good enough as we were, creating the 
dynamic in which he was belittling and I was belittled. It was only 
how we manifested our insecurity that differed.

True Love from Mutual Respect 
What makes loving so difficult is that as we get closer and 

more intimate with one another, there is also a greater responsi-
bility. Our dreams and hopes are closest to our hearts. It makes 
sense that we also guard our insecurities and self-doubts close to 
our hearts. That’s where they’re most protected. To put one’s ego 
aside to hear the needs of a lover, listening for what’s not being 
said, requires great courage. It means hearing beyond words and 
seeing beyond hurt. That is an act of a true love. It is no wonder 
that the root word of courageous, “coeur,” means “heart.”

Thay’s commentary on the Third Mindfulness Training makes 
a distinction between the Vietnamese words tinh and nghia, both 
associated with the idea of love. Tinh is love that’s passionate and 
completely absorbing. Nghia may grow from passion, but it’s the 
love that grows over time out of a mutual respect for one another. 
Only in the context of nghia can true love exist. As we gain greater 
access to our lover’s heart, we are also entrusted with the respon-
sibility to safeguard what has been given to us. 

In three weeks, I’ll be celebrating my third year anniversary 
with my partner. For the past three years I’ve had a good friend. 
He doesn’t share the practice that I have, but he’s learning. He, 
like me, has insecurities and doubts. However, he doesn’t cringe 
from responsibility. He takes the time to truly listen, not only to 
me but also to himself. What’s different about him is also what’s 
different about me. Though our relationship began with two people 
seeking solace from the hurt of previous relationships, because of 
a mutual respect for one another and for ourselves, our relationship 
continues to grow. 



24  Winter/Spring 2011

t rue LOVE

Beginning Anew 

To Begin Anew is to look deeply and 
honestly at ourselves, our past actions, 
speech, and thoughts to create a fresh 
beginning within ourselves and in our 
relationships with others. At the practice 
center, we practice Beginning Anew 
as a community every two weeks and 
individually as often as we like.

We practice Beginning Anew to clear our 
mind and keep our practice fresh. When 
a difficulty arises in our relationships with 
fellow practitioners and one of us feels 
resentment or hurt, we know it is time to 
Begin Anew. The following is a description 
of the four-part process of Beginning 
Anew as used in a formal setting. One 
person speaks at a time and is not 
interrupted during his or her turn. The other 
practitioners practice deep listening and 
following their breath.

Flower watering: This is a chance to 
share our appreciation for the other person. 
We should mention positive qualities that 
we have truly observed in him or her, or 
specific instances when the other person 
said or did something we admired. This is 
an opportunity to shine light on the other’s 
strengths and contributions to the Sangha 
and to encourage the growth of his or her 
positive qualities.

Sharing regrets: We may mention any 
unskillfulness in our actions, speech, or 
thoughts that we have not yet had an 
opportunity to apologize for.

Expressing a hurt: We may share how 
we felt hurt by an interaction with another 
practitioner, due to his or her actions, 
speech, or thoughts. Expressing a hurt is 
often performed one-on-one with another 
practitioner rather than in the group setting. 
If desired, you may ask for a third party that 
you both trust and respect to be present. 
We must be sure to have completed the 
first step described above, watering the 
other person’s flowers, before expressing 
how she or he has hurt us. When someone 
expresses to us that they have been hurt, 
we should not justify ourselves. We have to 
listen deeply without thinking of how they 
are wrong, and we breathe to keep our 
compassion alive. If they have many

continued on page 25

My husband David and I entered our relationship with a deep inten-
tion: that spiritual practice would form its foundation. We met at 
Sangha and our friendship grew around the trellis of mindfulness 
practice. When we began entertaining the notion of a long-term 
committed relationship, I insisted we start with Beginning Anew. I 
had withheld some things about myself from my first husband 
until years after we married. To some degree, the anger, hurt, and 
mistrust we felt led to the downfall of our marriage. So David and 
I told each other everything—things we didn’t ordinarily share out 
of fear of judgment, things we felt ashamed of, everything. And it 
worked. There have been no unpleasant surprises in our ten-plus 
years together.

We practice Beginning Anew once every two weeks, before we 
recite the Fourteen Mindfulness Trainings. The process is simple, 
but as Thay says, “it takes training.” We encourage the practice 
of mindful speech and deep listening by bowing before and after 
we speak. We don’t interject, but breathe mindfully and place 
our full attention on listening to our dear one. In fact, we have a 
rule. We do not comment on anything said during our Beginning 
Anew ritual for forty-eight hours. The few times we have broken 
the forty-eight-hour rule, we have regretted it. We both need the 
space to hear and be heard and look deeply into our feelings.  

This regular practice of Beginning Anew has helped us navi-
gate the path of happiness together. We know what brings each 
other happiness, and we water those seeds often. The practice has 
trained us to listen deeply to each other and to speak and act in a 
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way that helps us take care of difficult seeds. We do our best, but 
if we make a mistake, we recognize it quickly and take care of it, 
even by practicing Beginning Anew informally that day. 

We had a large group of Sangha friends over the other day. I 
was rather focused on our guests as everyone was leaving and did 
not hear David say goodbye. Once everyone was gone, I noticed 
David wasn’t there. I called out to him and received no answer. 
Then I noticed his car was gone. I was shocked. He had left without 
saying goodbye. Earlier that day, he had asked me if I would sit 
with him as he got his monthly massage. I declined, and he looked 
a bit sad, but I was still catching up on things since I had been out 
of town the past few weekends. “Where did he go?” I wondered, 
realizing that his massage wasn’t for another ninety minutes. “Was 
he mad that I wouldn’t go with him to his massage? How could he 
leave without saying goodbye?” David doesn’t carry a cell phone, 
so there was nothing for me to do but breathe and do things I had 
planned to do.  

We spoke when he returned. I had forgotten about the errand 
he planned, which was in the neighborhood of his favorite res-
taurant. He’d had just enough time to get a bite to eat there; thus, 
he left in a hurry, before our guests were gone. Still, I could not 
understand him leaving without me knowing he had gone. He held 
up his right hand and said, “I vow two lips before I go, always!” He 
pursed his lips together in a kiss. I laughed through my tears.  

He then touched my face and asked, “Don’t you know I 
treasure you?”

“Yes, but for some reason I forgot today. It’s not often I for-
get,” I murmured.

“I guess the causes and conditions were right, today,” he said 
as he stroked my hair.

“Yes,” I said, as I recognized the seed that led to our mis-
understanding. “But remember, I know what it’s like not to be 
treasured.”  

wrong perceptions about us, we should not 
express this just after they have spoken. 
We can just apologize, saying that we are 
very sorry that we have made them suffer. 
If we have an opportunity in the future, we 
can try and explain a little more to help 
them feel better.

Sharing a long-term difficulty and 
asking for support: At times we each 
have difficulties and pain that arise from 
our past to surface in the present. When 
we share an issue that we are dealing with, 
people around us have an opportunity to 
understand us better and offer the support 
that we really need.

The practice of Beginning Anew helps 
us develop our kind speech and 
compassionate listening. Beginning Anew 
is a practice of recognition and appreciation 
of the positive elements within our Sangha. 
For instance, we may notice that our 
roommate is generous in sharing her 
insights, and another friend shows a caring 
spirit towards plants. Recognizing others’ 
positive traits allows us to see our own 
good qualities as well.

Along with these good traits, we each 
have areas of weakness, such as talking 
out of our anger or being caught in our 
misperceptions. When we practice “flower 
watering” we support the development 
of good qualities in each other, and at 
the same time, we help to weaken the 
difficulties in the other person. As in 
a garden, when we water the flowers 
of loving kindness and compassion in 
each other, we also take energy away 
from the weeds of anger, jealousy, and 
misperception.

We can practice Beginning Anew every 
day by expressing our appreciation for 
our fellow practitioners and apologizing 
right away when we do or say something 
that hurts them. We can politely let others 
know when we have been hurt as well. 
The health and happiness of the whole 
community depends on the harmony, 
peace, and joy that exist between all 
members in the Sangha. 

Reprinted from www.deerparkmonastery.org.
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It is the first day of  October
in a golden year.
Under Colorado sunshine
the abbot Thay Tinh Man –
your basketball-playing monk –
told us to practice love
as we walked together 
among the pine trees.
Send the Four Immeasurables he said
 loving friendliness
 compassion
 joy
 equanimity
to the earth.
She needs your love.
We amble in procession behind him
at Compassionate Dharma Cloud 
Monastery, all forty of  us.
Love flows through the soles of  my feet
down deep into the earth
and miraculously flows back from
our original mother. 

I step surrounded by sangha.
I see the green and golden aspen.

I smell the end of  summer.
I breathe.
I try not to think of  you.
I sink into this body
made of  dust and ashes and miracles.
I am nothing.

But the mind will have its way.
In the brief  bliss of  emptiness
grief  crashes in
like one of  the trucks roaring up
Highway 285
like waves crashing on the beach.
How can I leave
my loved ones behind –
family friends church sangha?
How can I leave house and home?

A silent cry wells into tears
and I gaze at the impossibly blue
mountain sky, the foam of  clouds, 
the green lace of  oak leaves.
What can I do but turn to God?
Beauty grief  gratitude joy
wrench my heart open wider wider
and I know there is room for all. 

Just as I hold you here inside me
I shall as I cross the ocean
hold all my loves
inside me.
I am big enough.
My pain and my happiness
dance together,
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weave a tartan on my heart,
a perfect pattern of  wholeness.

I take a friend’s hand.
We walk under the ponderosas
where not an hour ago
while we sang songs in a circle
two mule deer bucks 
grazed 
 watching
 not watching
then scampered off
into the sun-drenched woods. 

For My Kilt-Wearing Lover (Fragment)

By Janelle Combelic

Janelle Combelic, True 
Lotus Meditation, practiced 
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Sangha at Findhorn.
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As many of us know, things can get pretty tense between teens and 
parents. That was the case with me (the mom) and our daughter 
when she was a teen. For various reasons, she became very un-
happy and directed her unhappiness at those she loved the most. 
Our relationship became strained, and for a few years, I felt deep 
confusion about how to help her. It became hard to show love when 
I was getting messages like “stay away” or “leave me alone” from 
her. She also needed her parents so much at that time. How to build 
bridges and yet honor her wish for independence and separation? 
How to let her find her own way and yet support her when she was 
so depressed by the huge problems of this world? 

One of our answers came from Thay in a very simple practice: 
hugging meditation. In hugging meditation, when my daughter and 
I were able to hold each other and breathe, as Thay recommended, 
there seemed to be an immediate lessening of tension and a rec-
ognition of our shared love. When we could drop out of conflict 
and allow ourselves to just hold each other, it always seemed to 
help. At times, she didn’t want to do it and neither did I. But if we 
just held each other, sometimes for a few moments, sometimes for 
quite a long time, something started to happen. We would relax 
and feel the warmth of each other. We would remember our basic 
deep love. We would sometimes cry. We often got to a deeper place 
with each other, to “big mind” or that to which we all belong. We 
would get beyond our little lives for a moment.

Happily, my daughter is now in her mid-twenties and is a 
wonderful mother. Our relationship has gotten much easier. We 
share so much now that she is raising a child. My daughter and 
I agree that most humans are starving for true love and connec-
tion. We both cannot get enough hugs from her son. We’ve also 
found that this practice, hugging meditation, is deeper than most 
people realize.

For me, hugging does not come easily, but I often think back 
on my daughter’s hard teen years and remember the simple con-
nection we made through hugging with real love. I hug more now, 
as an expression of true feeling. To hug with intention, to hold 
another human (or animal) with love and best wishes, is a way 
to realize our true interbeing. It can be profound, and it certainly 
helped my daughter and me through a difficult time. We cannot 
thank Thay enough for his teachings, his writings, and his love 
for his Sangha and the world. 

 
Editors’ note: To practice hugging meditation, you ask the other 
person if she would like a hug. If she agrees, following your 
breathing, take her in your arms and continue to be aware of 
your breathing as you hold her. You are 100% there for her and 
contemplate how wonderful it is that she is warm and alive. A hug 
should last for at least three long in- and out-breaths. 

Bobbie Bosworth, True Capacity of  the Earth, and 
her husband live in a remote town in southern Utah. 

The natural environment is their Sangha. Bobbie 
was the first Buddhist chaplain in Salt Lake City.

A Hugging 
with  
True Love
Thay’s Presence in a  
Mother-Daughter Relationship

By Bobbie Bosworth

Bobbie Bosworth and her daughter
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For months, I was clinging to my relationship with my partner, 
thinking we could somehow stay together without my becom-
ing a parent, although he wanted to have children. I thought my 
partner could adopt my best friend’s children. He could become 
a mentor, a big brother. He could co-parent with a yet-to-be-
identified lesbian couple. I was obsessed with finding a solution. 
On the cushion, yet another idea would pop into my head. I scoured 
the library, read Rebecca Walker’s book on alternative families, 
One Big Happy Family, and searched online for examples of co-
parenting that could apply to a straight couple. 

Finally, I decided to consider the possibility of motherhood 
and joined a twelve-week support group with six other women 
trying to make the same decision. We explored the sources of 
fear, craving, and delusion within ourselves. At the end, it only 
confirmed what I already deeply knew to be true—I do not want 
to be a mother. Mentoring two young women for seven years has 
satisfied my need to nurture. And although we live in the San 
Francisco Bay Area, the capital of non-traditional relationships, 
Arthur really just wants an old-fashioned nuclear family.

Growing up taking care of his dad, who suffered from a mental 
illness, Arthur has always yearned to experience the traditional 
roles of a father/child relationship. Although we discussed our 
differences when we first met, he was not ready to become a father 
then, so we decided to go ahead and explore a relationship with 

F

Breaking up as 
a Mindfulness 

Practice
By Octavia Baker

Arthur and I had both been dreading 

the end of our relationship, not know-

ing how or when to break up.

one another. And being with the most charming and attentive man 
I’ve ever met (and someone that my friends really admired), it 
was easy to continue year after year, with the parenting question 
hanging in the air.

Our relationship is hard for some people to understand, so 
we are often asked if we are wasting our time staying together. On 
the contrary, I think we have learned to savor our time together 
because we know it will not last. For the most part, we cultivate 
the four elements of true love—loving kindness, compassion, joy, 
and inclusiveness—and try not to take each other for granted. I 
have taught him to speak more truthfully in difficult situations 
and he has inspired me with his compassionate listening. At the 
same time, we have been able to avoid the landmines that might 
have broken up other relationships, like arguing over finances or 
an overbearing mother, because they didn’t really matter in the 
present moment. If we were not going to get married, we did not 
have to go to financial counseling, and I did not have to learn to 
live with his mom.

A Tender Crossroads
Our whole relationship has been based on not knowing, a 

six-year practice in being present and not planning for the future. 
We’ve attended ten weddings together, all the while trying not to 
imagine our own. But at age thirty-four, Arthur decided that he 
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we hope to transition to a friendship that a future partner may be 
comfortable with. Of course, our intention is to remain friends, but 
there are no guarantees. So on our seventh anniversary, January 2, 
2011, we plan to celebrate the day we met, and begin our journey 
toward a new friendship. At thirty-two, the age when a lot of my 
friends are getting married and having kids, it is hard to be starting 
over again. I have to trust that the voice deep inside me is right, as 
I step into the world—single again, but not alone.

I hold you close to me
I release you to be so free
Because I am in you and 
you are in me 
Because I am in you and 
you are in me.
- Thich Nhat Hanh 

 
 
 

Octavia Baker is passionate 
about building community 

among people of  color, 
creating healthy environments 
for youth, and eating well. She 

practices with The Hella Just 
and Compassionate Sangha in 

the San Francisco Bay Area.

wanted to find a partner who also wanted to be a parent. At first, in 
some ways, the decision to break up was a relief. I could rest my 
busy mind and try to fully experience the teaching of nonattach-
ment, to let go of someone I truly loved. But soon I started getting 
anxious. Should we break up before our seventh anniversary? 
Were we going to break up, then get back together again? Would 
I ever find someone else who would treat me nearly as well as he 
did? Could we still be friends? There was also my ego to contend 
with, the hope that he would change his mind and choose me over 
fatherhood. But his decision remained firm, so we agreed to see a 
therapist to figure things out and to craft a break-up plan.

We scheduled an appointment with Ann Davidman, the thera-
pist who ran the support group I attended to help people decide 
whether to become a parent. Arthur and I had both been dreading 
the end of our relationship, not knowing how or when to break 
up. With Ann, we talked about planning a goodbye period, weeks 
or months when we will say goodbye to each other and tell each 
other everything we’re going to miss. This will be the time to fall 
apart, to hold each other’s pain. Pema Chodron describes this “in-
between state” as a crossroads marked by anxiety, heartbreak, and 
tenderness. “This open-ended tender place is called bodhicitta. 
Staying with it is what heals.”

Talking to Ann gave us some hope about remaining in each 
other’s lives. If we give ourselves enough time to say goodbye, 
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I join my husband for a late lunch in a local restaurant. The wait-
ress comes back again and again to refill our water glasses, even 
though we’ve only sipped. At our booth by the window, we are 
softly reading to each other. Transparently, the waitress is strain-
ing to see what title engrosses us. I recognize that hunger. Once I 
spied an elderly couple gazing at each other in open, unbounded 
joy and love. I knew I was eavesdropping on a private exchange, 
but I would have given anything to have someone with whom to 
share such a look. Now I’ve accomplished that vision, and this 
young woman sees the same caring exchange pass between my 
husband and me.  

Seeing her clear interest, we start talking with the waitress; 
she forgets all about the water. We tell her that a good relation-
ship requires both time and attention. “We’ve been married for 
five years, but we meet for lunch when our lives get busy.” She 
talks breathlessly and fast. She has almost given up hope for her 
relationship with her boyfriend of five years; it’s gotten tired and 
stale. He won’t even talk, much less read to her. She avidly asks, 
“What are you reading? What else do you do?”

Our Shared Practice
We tell her about our practice. Most mornings we get up at 

5:30 a.m. She winces, but we jocularly point out that it’s important 
to find a time when nothing will distract us. Our spiritual life, in-
terwoven with our relationship, comes first. Each morning we take 
our coffee into our small meditation room. Our altar has cards on it 
with the names of loved ones in need. An image of Avalokiteshvara 
hangs on the wall above it. We light a stick of incense and stand it in 

I

Mindfulness 
in Marriage

By Lynda Bidlake and  
Lewis BrightHeart Headrick

We were accus-

tomed to talking 

about difficulties 

right away, and we 

feared that the ten-

sion would remain 

high if we waited 

for an appointment.
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We pull a book off the 

shelf, letting it fall open 

where it will; it’s uncanny 

how often this provides 

exactly what we need.

and we feared that the tension would remain high if we waited for 
an appointment. But we tried it—and we found it very effective. In 
this way we have avoided making impulsive and possibly hurtful 
statements; and often by the time the appointment comes, we have 
already found new understanding and solutions. 

We don’t tell her everything we do to nurture our relation-
ship. We don’t tell her about the poetry (including Rumi) that we 
read to each other, or that we do Sufi and peace dances. We don’t 
mention retreats or community. We do tell her how difficult this 
relationship-building can be, and how much time and energy it 
takes. And that sometimes we slip away from our intentions. But 
she can see our deep and vibrant love. We wish her well. 

 

Lynda Bidlake, 
Wholesome Reunion 

of  the Heart, recently 
retired from a 

career as a school 
psychologist.  

Lewis BrightHeart 
Headrick, Open 

Garden of  the Heart,  
is working in mental 

health after receiving 
his bachelors 

 in social work at the 
age of  fifty-five.

a small misshapen glass, made by my husband years ago. We light 
the candle in its salt cylinder, a wedding gift. We ring a bell. These 
rituals help remind us to be present. We sit, facing the window to 
the east, and quietly watch the first flickers of dawn.

After twenty minutes, one of us rings the bell again, and 
we move to sit on our living room couch, between two of Thay’s 
calligraphies: “I have arrived, I am home,” and “I know you are 
there, and I am very happy.” There we read to each other. We pull 
a book off the shelf, letting it fall open where it will; it’s uncanny 
how often this provides exactly what we need.

The waitress pulls out her order pad and jots down the names 
of our favorite books, making a heroic attempt to spell Thich Nhat 
Hanh. We tell her we started with Teachings on Love, which we 
read at a pace of three or four pages a day. True Love has also 
been invaluable, providing precisely scripted words to say to each 
other, no matter the situation. In difficulty, just finding the passage 
and saying it aloud reassures us that we both intend to work on 
whatever has tripped us up this time. On easier days, it helps us 
express our love and appreciation. 

Relationship-Building
We recall how we resisted Thay’s instruction to “make an 

appointment”: when one of you feels hurt by the other’s words or 
actions, you acknowledge the injury, then give yourselves time to 
look deeply at it. You make an appointment, say for the next Friday 
evening, to talk about it. At first we did not see how this idea could 
work. We were accustomed to talking about difficulties right away, 
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Several years ago, I spent three months at Deer Park Monastery 
during the winter retreat. It became very natural to go to the 
meditation hall and sit silently in front of the monks, with a most 
pleasant view of morning mists rolling up into the cliffs and into 
my own body/heart/mind. In one such session, I saw my parents in 
me. They divorced when I was four, after being unfaithful to one 
another. Soon after their divorce, mom married my first stepfather 
who, for six years, sexually abused me. 

For many years, before the winter retreat at the monastery, I 
had attempted to unravel the deep hurt and betrayal of the abuse, 
particularly around sexuality, sexual desire, the feelings that often 
roared through me without control, and the memories stored in 
my body/heart/mind, unable to be released. I had looked deeply 
into the abuse, and into my relationship with my former stepfather, 
but I had not known, until the morning in the meditation hall, how 
much my parents’ divorce, feelings, and desires affected me.

I listened as my parents spoke through me. They spoke about 
their passion when they were my age. They spoke about their love 
for each other, the challenges of their marriage, and the difficult 
choices they made. They spoke about their guilt, their fear, their 
envy, and their remorse. They said, “Brian, we want you to be 
loved. We want you to love.”

S

I quietly observed the thoughts and feelings as they surfaced 
in many forms, and I asked my parents, “How can I love?” A 
deep sense arose: whatever my parents had experienced—their 
desires, habits, and views of love, sex, and marriage—are in me. 
I heard Mom’s voice. “I needed to find a husband to help support 
you kids. I couldn’t do it alone. I couldn’t be alone ….” I felt my 
father’s sadness over losing custody of my sister and me. I heard 
Dad’s voice: “If only I had been faithful to your mom, had known 
what would happen, had stayed ….”

The many feelings and desires I’d faced in my life were so 
similar to my parents’. At that moment, as I sat with the monks, 
with mists on the cliffs and the fresh air of Sangha, I felt that heal-
ing was possible. The desires I’d felt weren’t just my desires. Many 
of my feelings and habits concerning sexuality and love involved 
my parents; my parents’ experiences continued in me. And the 
fear and humiliation I often felt around the topic of sex continued 
the suffering of my former stepfather in me. It became clear that 
I had a choice. Transforming the habit energy of my parents, and 
healing the wounds of sexual abuse within me could, over time, 
gradually set me free.

“Breathing in,” I began, “I am aware of this sexual desire. 
Breathing out, I smile to this desire.” I continued, “Breathing in, 
I am aware of the many sources of sexual desire in me. Breathing 
out, I calm these sources of desire.”

The simple awareness of sexual desire was my first step. At 
times, during meditation, it was helpful to listen more deeply to 
the sexual feelings and sensations within my body as they arose, 
with the wisdom of knowing they would pass, and that whatever 
healing occurred in me would take place within my parents too. 
That was, and is, my gift to my ancestors in me, and the gift I also 
received. My choices offer many generations, and me, a chance 
to live in freedom, a chance to love. 

Brian Kimmel, True Lotus Concentration, studies at Naropa 
University in Boulder, CO and is publishing a memoir on healing 
sexual abuse with mindfulness and love. He participated in the 

Plum Village Delegation to Indonesia in 2010. He was the first of  
his mother’s family to return since they left in 1962. 

To Live In 
Freedom

Calming Sexual Desire

By Brian Kimmel

I had not known, until the 

morning in the medita-

tion hall, how much my 

parents’ divorce, feelings, 

and desires affected me.



photo by Renee Burgard

   the Mindfulness Bell  33

t rue LOVE

Of the different forms of activism I’ve practiced in my life, the 
most transformative, perhaps, is the relationship activism I practice 
with my partner, Liz. Our partnership acts as a microcosm for our 
relationships with all beings. We practice to nourish not only the 
happiness of one another but also the happiness of the world. It is 
very real, engaged Buddhism. 

My grandfather, an educator and Methodist minister, was a 
mentor to me. I once asked how he and my grandma had made 
it through fifty-five-plus years together. He offered me his sage 
counsel: “Every morning you can sit down at the breakfast table 
and look across to your partner and say, ‘Why did I marry her? She 
is not what I really wanted,’ or you can say, ‘Wow, how lucky I am 
to have her here to share this life with!’ The choice is yours.”

With mindfulness, I have realized that I do have the power 
to choose my own reality. When I was new to the practice, I fo-
cused on suffering. But I came to discover that suffering is only 
one of thousands of Dharma doors. Without sunshine, we will 
not have lotuses. Mindfulness gives permission to relish joy in 
relationship. 

Liz and I practice Beginning Anew on each new moon. We 
practice hugging meditation in the morning and share apprecia-
tions before we go to bed at night. Our mindfulness rituals create 
a container for transformation and when we feel their fruits, we 
only want to practice more! That is why I see our relationship as 
a practice center. It brings us home to ourselves and we become 
each other’s mirrors and mindfulness bells.  

Right Relationship with Sexuality
Mindfulness helps in practicing with sexual energy. I grew up 

feeling ashamed of my sexuality. In my experience, sexuality was 
often used as a weapon or status symbol. I remember walking down 
the halls of high school, being taunted with names like “fag,” and 
listening to guys talk about their latest sexual escapades. I went 
through puberty during the advent of pornography on the Internet. 
It fascinated and confused many of us young people. Luckily, other 
seeds were watered in me, and I was able to channel my energies 
into music, theatre, sports, and supportive friendships. 

Upon receiving the Five Mindfulness Trainings, sadly, I found 
myself condemning my sexuality as I tried to emulate my brother 
and sister monastics. My misunderstanding pitted me against my 
self, my body, and others. I’ve learned that committed relationship 
and the Mindfulness Trainings are manifestations of true love; 
both work to push suffering up to the surface so it may be healed. 
Inevitably, my mindfulness practice and relationship invited me 
to come into right relationship with my sexuality, embracing these 
intense energies with care. My partner, the trainings, and Sangha 
provided protection and antidotes to fear and confusion. 

Although sexual energy contains no suffering in itself, my 
habit of contracting around it can create hell on Earth. Holding this 
energy with mindfulness, I feel a natural respect and love. Sexual 
energy puts me in touch with my capacities of generativity and 
creativity. How amazing that this energy of vitality and creativ-
ity is alive in me! “Breathing in, I recognize sexual energy as a 
wonder of life! Breathing out, I smile. Breathing in, I let it expand 

O Relationship 
as Engaged 
Buddhism 
By Nathaniel Vose

Liz and I are two hands of the 

same, greater body.
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throughout my body, nourishing my cells with life. Breathing out, I relax.” Working with 
the energy in this way helps me give birth to my self, my ancestors, and future beings 
anew in the present moment. Mindfulness is the essence of true intimacy. Cultivating 
appropriate attention, I connect with the vital and creative source of life.

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered, and female friends have taught me about 
masculine and feminine principles. This empowers me with a sense of inclusiveness. 
“Breathing in, I recognize I have both masculine and feminine within me. Breathing out, 
I feel solid and whole.” Both mother and father are in me; nothing is lost. Understanding 
this, I can relax and approach Liz with my wholeness.

Two Hands of the Same Body
I have found that true love has no limits. Partnership has taught me the necessity of 

cultivating self-love in order to love and nourish Liz. Similarly, it has taught me that love 
is more powerful than I am. Many times, Liz becomes prajnaparamita herself, and her 
love allows me to accept myself to an extent I did not know was possible. Gradually, I 
am able to love better. The wisdom of non-discrimination works like this. Liz and I are 
two hands of the same, greater body.  

Recently, Liz and I decided to start a couples’ Sangha. The challenges our relation-
ship brings to the surface made us realize that it is not an individual matter, nor is it a 
two-person matter! It is bigger than us. It involves the transformation of endless ances-
tors, causes, and conditions. That is why we 
need Sangha. Understanding relationship as 
engaged Buddhism, we honor its potential 
for individual and collective transformation. 
It is truly a potent and nourishing form of 
activism! 

  
 

Nathaniel Vose, True Land of  Compassion, 
works as a chaplain and lives in Oakland, 

CA with his partner Liz Turkel, Radiant 
Commitment of  the Heart. 
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Touching 
the Master
By Aparna Pallavi

“Go back and take care of yourself. The wounded child in you needs 
you. Your suffering, your blocks of pain need you. Your deepest desire 
needs you to acknowledge it.”

Each word touched my hurting heart like a tender dewdrop. My 
whole being ached with the desire to see the writer of these beautiful 
words—to see the radiant smile on the back cover of his book, Teach-
ings on Love. It was the middle of the night. Unable to remain in bed, 
I got up, turned on my computer and opened the Plum Village website. 
And it hit my chest like a hammer, knocking my breath out entirely. 
Thich Nhat Hanh was coming to India! And to Nagpur, the city of 
my residence! Had ever a human wish been fulfilled so dramatically!

On October 9, 2008, in the huge marquee at Nagaloka Buddha 
Vihar, something beautiful happened even before I saw Thay. Sister 
Chan Khong, leading a team of monastics, was approaching the mar-
quee. My daughter, then barely eleven, cried, “Mom, look what that 
beautiful grandma is doing!” 

Through some misunderstanding, the women posted at the entrance 
to perform traditional Indian welcome rituals were trying to put flow-
ers on the old lady’s feet instead of scattering them in her path, as is 
customary. It was a clumsy gesture, but the tiny old woman magically 
transformed it by bending down to receive the flowers in her hands 
and putting them on her head in a spontaneous, childlike gesture of joy 
and gratitude. I’d never seen a simple gesture radiate so much visible, 
felt beauty before.

When Thay appeared, I found myself leaving my seat and following 
him to the dais, pulled like a child to an ice cream cart. I stood within 
feet of Thay, my elbows on the dais, hoping the camera in my hand 
would help me look less foolish to the sedate audience.

A serene song of piercing loveliness, which I’d never heard before, 
started playing in my heart the moment I saw Thay. But coiled with 
it was a terrible, aching sense that this would be over, and soon. My 
practiced hands were feverishly snapping pictures. A part of me was 
madly determined to capture this moment for eternity. But the song 
was still strong, and when the monastics started chanting sutras, the 
melodies blended effortlessly.

For a long moment during the chanting, Thay very deliberately 
turned his gaze full on me, where I stood. My heart leapt, but at the 
same moment my hands, as if on cue, rose and poked the old camera 
at him. And just then, the camera folded up right under his gaze, its 
batteries exhausted. I was torn between intense ecstasy and intense 

“
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anxiety, and now, in addition, an urgent sense of utter stupidity. 
Camera gone, there was nothing to do but to gather the blessing 
of that gaze, which miraculously stayed on me for another long 
moment, looking into my fragile human eyes, so inadequate to 
the task.

Then the disappointments began. When Thay spoke, I recog-
nized the words from the books I had read. During the two-day 
workshop, I could hardly see or hear Thay through a throng of 
more than a thousand people. His translator, whom I knew, laughed 
at my request for a five-minute talk with Thay. On the last day, I 
cried in the bus back home.

I rationalised that it was stupid and sentimental to have han-
kered for a flesh-and-blood encounter with someone as busy as 
Thay, like a teenager for a movie star. It’s stupid to go to a guru 
at all. The truth is all in the books, so why bother? But a tender, 
trusting part of me was deeply ashamed and confused. Had my 
yearning been sentimental and stupid? What intangible quality 
had I been looking for in Thay’s presence? What had caused this 
tangible feeling of let-down that was eating away at me? 

For weeks, a child inside me cried inconsolably.

For many months, I continued to read Thay’s books, and tried 
to practice walking, sitting, and eating meditation, and mindful-
ness. But given the old habits of my mind, progress was slow. I 
was frustrated that I had no master or Sangha to help me. I was 
torn between the desire to seek help and the fear of further hurt. 
If contact with a living master had failed to help me, how could 
I trust lesser mortals?

A Rare State of Being
Almost a year and a half after Thay’s visit, I chanced upon 

a book by a contemporary seeker, which described his efforts to 
be with his guru, not seeking his attention, but just absorbing his 

radiance from a distance. The book inspired me to confront my 
pain directly. Had I gone to Thay with the wrong expectations? 
What had I expected the brief encounter to achieve? The only 
time in my life I desired something with my whole being, my 
wish was fulfilled with near-miraculousness. And yet I was so 
full of secret misery. 

The more I tried to look deeply into these questions, the more 
the memory of that ethereal song knocked at my heart, the clearer 
my beautiful vision of Sister Chan Khong putting flowers on her 
head became. I was surprised at how fresh and flower-like these 
memories still were. I allowed myself to look at my memories full 
in the face, and one afternoon realization burst upon me. These 
memories had been the whole point of my yearning—the music 
that had  throbbed through my entire being in the presence of Thay, 
the radiance of Sister Chan Khong’s simplicity that had touched 
my eyes like a benediction. In these moments, I’d been given the 
most precious gift. I’d had an opportunity to share the being of 
these two precious people. I’d been allowed a glimpse of a rare 
state of being, to see, to know for myself, beyond all doubt, that 
such a state is possible.

And how I’d fought against the gift! I’d nearly missed Thay’s 
living presence due to my preconceptions, my egoistic clinging. 
The only moment I’d been fully alive to the magic of his presence 
was the moment when my camera failed and I looked into his eyes. 
But for that, I’d have missed it altogether. 

When this simple realization came, it was as if a huge block 
of stone embedded in my heart had been removed. Practice and life 
are much more serene and smooth when you wholeheartedly trust 
something than when you are carrying a pinprick of doubt. Once I 
allowed myself to fully trust that day’s memories, it became easier 
not to get carried away by the mechanical habits of my mind. 

My progress is still slow, but steadier, as if my energies are 
flowing together instead of fighting each other. There are times 
when, in moments of deep calm, the memory of Thay’s penetrating 
look or Sister Chan Khong’s beautiful gesture (the latter framed in a 
kind of sunlit halo) come back to me, refreshing me, strengthening 
me, touching me with a benediction as fresh, as fragrant as the day 
when they really happened—perhaps even more so now, when I am 
fully present. My conflict about whether or not to seek a Sangha 
has been resolved in an unexpected manner. It has disappeared 
altogether, taking both the “to 
be” and the “not to be” with it. 
I am neither seeking nor not 
seeking. I am just practicing, 
as Thay puts it, with a rock, 
with a flower ….

Aparna Pallavi is a social 
activist, journalist, and 

organic farmer who lives 
in Nagpur, India, with her 

husband and daughter. She 
works for the environmental 

magazine Down to Earth. 
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I’ve begun doing a practice to transform suffering. It’s been very 
effective for me. The practice involves a combination of three 
Buddhist practices—mindfulness of suffering, tonglen, and metta. 
I call it the Heart Pushup. I often do it lying down the first thing 
in the morning, just after I wake up. It’s a wonderful way to start 
the day.

Mindfulness
Take any pain or suffering, and bring your attention to it. If 

it’s strong and immediate, this isn’t much of a problem. Now open 
your heart wider to accept this pain fully. Stop resisting it or wish-
ing it would go away. This will quickly reduce the intensity of it. 
It’s usually the resistance that creates the most pain. 

As you open to the pain, you will find yourself becoming curi-
ous about it. If it’s physical pain, notice the quality and texture of 
the sensations. Where do they start? Where do they end? Is it dull 
and throbbing or sharp? Is there a color or shape to it? The more 
we embrace our pain, the less intense and frightening it becomes. 
This occurs because of love. 

Now we’ve reduced the intensity of our pain and come to know 
it very intimately. We’ve embraced it into our heart. We now know 
a great deal about this pain and about ourselves. 

Tonglen
Now we begin the Tibetan practice of tonglen. Because we 

are part of the human family, many other people have pain that is 
similar to ours. Begin to visualize one of these people. You might 
visualize their pain as a dark black cloud. On your in-breath, 
breathe in this dark cloud. Let it flow into your heart, where you 
transform it into a bright healing light that can heal all pain. On 
your out-breath, breathe all your healing light into this person. On 
your next in-breath, do the same with a different person. Eventu-
ally, breathe in the pain and suffering of many people at once and 
breathe out healing to all of them.

Most people unfamiliar with tonglen think it is contradictory 
to healing. After all, we are the ones with the pain. Why shouldn’t 
we send healing energy to ourselves instead of other folks? But 
if you try it, you will begin to notice that your heart expands and 

I you feel filled with compassion. You feel connected to all human-
ity, all beings, the whole universe, and you seem to have forgotten 
about your pain. 

Metta
Now that our hearts are filled with all beings, we send all of 

them unconditional love. This is metta, or loving kindness. We 
wish only for their greatest good and happiness. As we do this, 
we can feel our heart filling with unconditional love. This energy 
radiates out and fills our entire body. It fills the room, the house, 
the neighborhood, touching and healing each person. It expands 
further to encompass the city, the state. It touches and heals ev-
eryone we know as it continues growing. It radiates throughout 
the country and then encompasses the world. It only takes our 
intention to love this way.

At this point we are filled with love. The sensation of pain 
may still be there a little, or it may be completely gone. But mostly 
we are love. The interesting thing is that without the pain and 
suffering, the intensity of this practice would not be as strong, 
nor would the wonderful results. Some people say love conquers 
all. I try not to indulge in blanket statements, but I am partial to 
that idea. I do know that this 
particular practice seems to 
work wonderfully for me. May 
it bring peace, love, and joy to 
you as well. 

Peter Cutler, True Sangha 
Virtue, practices with 

Boston’s Old Path  
Sangha. His Zen brush 

paintings can be seen at 
www.zen-brush.com.

The Heart 
Pushup
By Peter Cutler

The more we embrace our pain, the less 

intense and frightening it becomes.
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Thay and the Sangha touched down in Jakarta, the capital of Indo-
nesia, on September 27, 2010, having just said a wistful goodbye 
to our hosts in Malaysia, where we enjoyed a successful two weeks 
offering retreats and public talks. In Jakarta, we were greeted by 
warm smiles from a team of lay friends and monastics eager to 
take good care of us, introduce us to their homeland, and help us 
plant seeds of Thay’s teaching and practice.

Indonesia is densely populated with 238 million people. One-
hundred-twenty-million are concentrated on Java—the political 
hub of this archipelago of some 17,500 islands—where we stayed 
for two weeks. We were taken first to Ekayana Temple, our base in 
Jakarta and the home of Brother Phap Tu and Venerable Dharma 
Vimala, both of whom have spent long stays in Plum Village. We 
were then escorted by police for the three-hour journey to Kinasih 
resort near Bogor, where we were to offer a five-day retreat. Phap 
Tu said without the escort, he was not sure how we could have 
made our way through the thick traffic of Jakarta. 

It is impossible not to be affected by the squalid conditions 
of the poor majority of this overpopulated city. However, we were 
lucky to have some time in more rural mountain areas. Evident on 
people’s faces and in their interactions was the simple reality that, 
even though people may be poor, happiness is possible once the 
wholesome conditions of having enough space to live, clean air, 
water, and nature are present. We saw families and communities 
living simply but happily together. Wherever we went, the majority 
Muslim population was friendly and courteous, happy to return the 
beautiful Islamic greeting “As-Salamu ‘Alaykum” (“peace be upon 
you”) with “Wa Alaykum As-Salam” (“and on you be peace”).

In Indonesia, the ethnic Chinese are generally Buddhist by 
way of family tradition. However, the Plum Village tradition is new 
and this was Thay’s first visit to Indonesia. We were touched by the 

T openness of Ekayana Temple, and its associated temples outside 
Jakarta, to our tradition; they made the Sangha’s visit possible. 
Brother Phap Tu was the main organiser, and the fourfold Sangha 
of Ekayana Temple worked wholeheartedly with him to make this 
visit a huge success. In addition, previous Sangha building efforts 
made Indonesia a fertile ground for Thay’s teaching to take root. 
Thay Phap Kham made a number of visits, and in May 2009, 
Sister Chan Khong, along with a group of brothers and sisters, 
led a four-day retreat in Kinasih Resort for 400 people and offered 
Days of Mindfulness in Java and Sumatra.

Interfaith Understanding
With conditions so ripe, we should not have been surprised 

by how well the retreat was attended and how immediately the 
energy of practice established itself. There were nine hundred 
retreatants, of which a record three hundred were young adults. 
Such an inspiring number of youth wouldn’t have manifested 
without the outreach work of Brother Phap Tu, who offered a series 
of weekend retreats at universities in the months leading up to the 
tour. This outreach paid a wonderful dividend. (We hope to emulate 
this kind of outreach in the UK before Thay’s visit in 2012). Thay 
gave a talk on True Love especially dedicated to the young people, 
and they had lots of sincere questions to ask the monastics. The 
retreat went well for everyone, and over two-thirds of the people 
attending received the Five Mindfulness Trainings. 

Some thirty Muslim practitioners attended the retreat. They 
formed a family for Dharma discussion, led by Sister Jina. Thay 
shared teachings of Buddhism that highlighted nondualistic think-
ing, nondiscrimination, and inclusiveness as central to Buddhist 
wisdom and insight. Thay talked on “the wisdom of nondiscrimi-
nation” as the fourth ingredient of True Love—upeksha, often 
translated as equanimity. Thay said Buddhists and Muslims can 

Fertile Ground
Indonesia Teaching Tour

By Brother Phap Lai

Thay said Buddhists and Muslims can say to 

each other, “Because I love you and your God 

is Allah, I also love Allah as my God.”
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say to each other, “Because I love you and your God is Allah, I also 
love Allah as my God,” and “because I love you and your teacher 
is Lord Buddha, Buddha is also my teacher.” Thay shared that as 
Buddhists, we can very well understand Islamic proclamations 
from the Koran such as “Allah is God, there is only one God,” 
in the light of the Buddhist insight that the one contains the all. 
Thay said, “As Buddhists we should study Islam. Thay has studied 
and sees the five pillars of Islam can be compared with the Five 
Mindfulness Trainings.” 

On the last day, Thay invited the Muslim Dharma discussion 
group to share with the whole Sangha about their experience and 
the initiative, following Thay’s request, to establish an interfaith 
group in Indonesia. One young Muslim lady shared that sadly,  
the country’s motto, “Unity in Diversity,” does not reflect the real 
situation. She shared that this retreat gave her hope and a way to 
contribute to making the motto something to believe in. Separately 
from this sharing to the whole Sangha, a Muslim lady shared with 
me about a transformation she experienced. “The ethnic Chinese, 
although a minority of twenty to twenty-five percent, use economic 
dominance to discriminate and this causes bad feelings among the 
Muslim community. But here it is clear everyone is good-hearted 
and I can relate them to as brothers and sisters on the path. I feel 
very at ease here.”  

I had numerous conversations with our hosts, Chinese Indo-
nesians and Malaysian Chinese, during the stay in these countries 
and discovered there is a lot of resentment regarding the many ways 
in which they suffer discrimination by the governments, which 
favour the Muslim majority. Underneath the occasional eruptions 
of violence that make the news, there is a pervasive tension among 
different ethnicities and religions of the Indonesian people. Pov-
erty and overpopulation exacerbate the situation. Misperceptions 
and discriminatory behaviour fuel more resentment. It seems all 
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the more important to find ways for the two communities to find 
common ground from which to build mutual respect and love. 
Conditions seem more favourable in Indonesia compared with 
Malaysia, where Muslims are barred by law from attending any 
Buddhist events. Under these kinds of restrictions it is hard to see 
how interfaith groups can form openly. Yet during the retreat it 
seemed everything was possible; indeed, understanding, love, and 
unity manifested palpably.

Back in Plum Village, Brother Phap Tu informed me that the 
interfaith group in Jakarta is meeting regularly, and Plum Village 
is to sponsor a Muslim practitioner from this group for a long-term 
stay in Plum Village.

Thay wrote to his children on the tour, “The Southeast Asia 
Tour is blooming as a beautiful flower. The flower has five petals. 
The first three petals are Singapore, Malaysia, and Indonesia, and 
they have manifested elegantly. The happiness of the Sangha has 
been nourished by the happiness of the local Buddhist practition-
ers. As teachers and students, we have learned many wonderful 
things on this trip, being able to drop many of our preconceived 
notions about these countries.”  

  
Brother Phap Lai is from the United Kingdom and is currently 

residing in Upper Hamlet in Plum Village, France.
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Thay’s marvelous teachings have been deeply etched in my 
heart for a few years. On October 7, 2010, his teachings 
became even more impressive and alive for me when he 
came to Java to visit one of the most magnificent Buddhist 
sites in the world, Borobudur Temple.

On that day I felt so excited because I was able to walk 
mindfully together with hundreds of people, including many 
monastics from Plum Village, led by Thay. Although I was 
not able to maintain my awareness at every step, the peace 
walk was incredible for me. I could feel the energy of peace, 
love, and compassion spread over the area, empowering the 
sacred monument that was built by King Smaratungga in 
800 AD. The encounter of the great historical temple and 
a living bodhisattva was a significant and moving moment. 
Thay’s presence, the Sangha’s solidity, and the rainy weather 
created an unforgettable atmosphere that day.

It seemed like magic occurred. Right after we completed 
the peace walk, rain started falling heavily. It stopped just as 
Thay began his Dharma talk by saying, “I am happy because 
I’m able to be here and now, in the present moment. There-
fore, I feel no anxiety; I feel free.” Later in the afternoon, just 
as the event was coming to an end and Thay was getting into 
a vehicle to leave, the rain started falling again, as if nature 
were grieving the departure of the legendary teacher. 

Moments with Thay and the monastics from Plum Vil-
lage and the Indonesian Sangha at Borobudur were truly 
amazing. Walking and sharing lunch with them were wonder-
ful moments, and another moment that truly impressed me 
was the pindapatra, or alms round. I felt so lucky because 
I had a chance to put some food into Thay’s bowl. I felt his 
beautiful eyes see right through me, smiling, and I felt his 
wisdom strike my mind without words, perhaps like the story 
of the Buddha holding flowers and Mahakashyapa smiling.

I attended my first retreat with monastics from the Plum 
Village tradition in 2008 when Brother Phap Kham and oth-
ers led a retreat in Indonesia for the first time. That retreat 
was the beginning of my journey towards true happiness 
and mindful ness. Before that retreat, I had already become a 
big fan of Thay’s teaching through reading his books. Being 
able to meet the writer and participate in mindful activities 
with him was absolutely amazing. I hope I can maintain 
the spirit of goodness of that day at Borobudur Temple so 
that I can contribute more positively to society and so that, 
finally, heaven on earth will become truly possible.  

Deny Hermawan, 
Determined Light 

of  the Heart, is 
a practitioner 

in Yogyakarta, 
Indonesia.

TMagical Moment 
at Borobudur 

Temple 
By Deny Hermawan
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Living 
Dharma
By Miriam Goldberg

For me, the Indonesian retreat closed with the sunrise meditation walk, 
Dharma talk, and formal lunch at Borobudur the day after the retreat of-
ficially ended.

We walked stone pathways lined with images depicting the Buddha’s life 
and all the sutras. Every curve of tree, leaf, person, and smile which hadn’t 
been damaged revealed the uniqueness of each carving, singular, nuanced, 
yet connected in the truth they described and the commitment of hundreds 
of artisans and visionaries who supported this creation over time. We sat 
atop this celebration of the Buddha, his Dharma, and Sangha while the sun 
rose and the world emerged from the mists below.

Sitting on a short platform, Thay gave a Dharma talk, a tree to his 
right, and in the distance, Borobudur, like a teeming city springing from 
the large stupa in the center: Buddha consciousness overflowing into the 
world. Thay spoke of real Sangha, the community that practices and lives the 
Dharma. He said that a Sangha is alive when it practices the Dharma. When 
the Sangha truly practices, the Dharma is alive. And where the Dharma is 
alive, the Buddha lives.  

At lunch, Thay sat calmly with his and other monastics, brown robes by 
saffron and red. His brief introduction included: during formal lunch, enjoy 
the Sangha and enjoy your food. Just that is enough. Receive the mindfulness 
of the Sangha, the community that practices love and understanding, that 
dwells in the present moment free from the delusive mind’s preoccupation 
with better than, less than, and equal to, that knows the interbeing nature of 
existence. And be aware of your food. The living Dharma, simple, practi-
cal, accessible.

The Action of True Love
Thay’s Dharma talks at the retreat also revealed the simplicity of the 

living Dharma. In one talk, he described true love as an action, not a noun. He 
said, “True love never brings fear. It always brings understanding.” In very 
practical terms he revealed the four brahmaviharas—the qualities associated 
with true love—as actions for our lives.

Maitri, loving kindness, is the capacity to open and offer happiness, 
loving as a friend. Thay emphasized, “Intention is not enough. We need 
to know right action, how to bring love to another person and help them 
be happy,” through presence, being available, fresh, solid, calm, and spa-
cious. As action, karuna, compassion, is the capacity to remove suffering and 
give relief.  Thay said, “If you do not understand the suffering, you cannot 
help.” We need to look deeply and listen with compassion. Mudita, “the 
love (which) brings joy,” can be cultivated as we actively celebrate joy in 
ourselves and others. Upeksha, unqualified loving, is the non-discriminative 
wisdom of interbeing. “It is being willing to have the experience that your 
suffering is mine,” with no distinction between lover and loved. Thay’s own 
presence, soft, flowing, clear, embodied the inclusive awareness of Buddha 
nature, Dharma and Sangha, radiating the living Dharma which nourishes 
and offers true love to all.

Going as a Sangha
Reflecting on Thay’s words, I realized in addition to his example and 

teachings of living Dharma, I had witnessed many throughout the retreat, in 
monastic and lay practitioners. The living Dharma found a unique expression 
in the International Delegation (ID). This eclectic, disparate group of about 
thirty participants from five countries, spanned several generations, includ-
ing a few Dharma teachers, long-time practitioners, and some newcomers 
who discovered the retreat on Facebook.  

F

When the Sangha truly prac-

tices, the Dharma is alive.  

And where the Dharma is 

alive, the Buddha lives. 
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Most of the ID landed in Jakarta the day before the retreat and 
bused together in hours of slow, rainy rush hour traffic. When we 
arrived, we shared flashlights and helped each other find our beds 
through the maze of buildings dedicated to retreat housing. The 
next morning, as we oriented ourselves to the facility and nearby 
town, Dharma teacher Peggy Rowe gently and consistently intro-
duced the other Dharma teachers to us, so we could honor Thay’s 
lineage and its holders, blending respect and inclusiveness as we 
met each other.  

The retreat was dense with practice: sitting, walking, silence, 
mindful exercises, Dharma discussions, and deep relaxation. We 
had to balance self-care within group activities. Peggy encour-
aged mindfulness of body wisdom, to honor when it needed to 
rest, to move, to relax. Gentle presence rather than rigid practice 
became the norm.  

Gestures of offering Kleenex, sharing herbs, letting on 
where the nearest ice cream could be bought, and sharing smiles 
of recognition reflected and generated kindness, compassion, 
inclusivity, and joy. An atmosphere of kind attention developed 
as members of the ID met irritation and cranky comments with 
deep listening and kindness, asked questions instead of ignoring 
silences, and demonstrated a willingness to meet others. Begin-
ner’s mind became more available, the mind guided by freshness, 
not prejudices of the past or attachment to ideas. It encouraged 
spontaneous responses to who was participating, who was hover-
ing, who was oblivious, who was suffering, who was joyful. We 
lived the inclusiveness of “going as a Sangha,” demonstrating that 
when we do that consciously, every moment becomes the living 
Dharma, filled with the actions of true love. With these ten days 
together, including the retreat and the half day at Borobudur, the 
ID Sangha body was well tended, warm, vital, and trusting, fertile 
soil for Sangha wisdom.

Dharma Rain
We boarded the bus for the stormy ride back from Borobudur 

to Yojakarta and tried to settle ourselves from the intensely full 
morning and the buzzing vendors who profited from our excite-
ment. Peggy stood at the front of the bus with the microphone. She 

said, “We have just been charged by Dharma rain. It is vibrating in 
us and around us, like the rain falling here. We have an opportunity 
to sit together in silence and receive this nourishment. Deep into 
our bodies. To share it with our ancestors, without whom we would 
not be experiencing this moment. To offer it to the generations to 
come. To extend it to the world we live in in this moment. Absorb 
it deeply, and share it fully. Otherwise it will disperse through us 
in our old patterns of chatting, of shopping, of getting irritable 
and grumpy, of planning, of daydreaming, of depression, of dis-
traction.” We breathed in and out.  A quiet depth opened as our 
collective practice absorbed the gifts of the morning and shared 
their merit through interbeing and mindful presence.

An hour later, sitting in the front seats of the bus, we saw the 
effects of the continuing downpour: motorcyclists intently walking 
their bikes through thigh-high water; two men unloading garbage 
from the back of a small truck stuck in a hole while water swirled 
above its wheels; one-and-a-half-foot-high streams gushing down 
narrow cement streets. When we were invited to come forward 
and share with the group a Dharma moment, a child’s song, a joy 
to nourish the heart, the Dharma was expressed through each of 
us, both in heartfelt offerings and in deep listening. Attention was 
on love, not fear. The Sangha was living the Dharma, the Dharma 
was alive, and Buddha nature was present. I feel great gratitude 
to the Dharma lineage in the Order of Interbeing, and the gift 
of living Dharma shared by Thay, his Dharma teachers, and his 
Sangha. 

 Miriam Goldberg, True 
Recollection of  Joy, is a 

psychotherapist who lives in 
the Santa Cruz mountains with 

her husband and practices with 
Heart Sangha.
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In October 2010, Thailand welcomed the Plum Village Sangha 
warmly. An international delegation of about thirty-six practition-
ers from the U.S., England, Italy, Vietnam, Hong Kong, Germany, 
Canada, and Australia spent one week touring and one week with 
the Plum Village Sangha outside of Bangkok. Eighty to ninety 
percent of the Vietnamese monks and nuns from Bat Nha Mon-
astery were there, plus new monks and nuns who were ordained 
in Thailand. Thay was reportedly very happy, and so were the Bat 
Nha sisters and brothers, to be reunited after being expelled and 
scattered from Vietnam. 

Plum Village Thailand
On our second day with the Sangha, we went to Pak Chong to 

visit the land that the Sangha is in the process of purchasing. It is a 
picturesque setting among green hills. Within the next two years, 
the Sangha will build a new practice center there, conveniently 
located for people from Thailand, Vietnam, Myanmar, Laos, and 
Cambodia. It will include a wing of the European Institute for 
Applied Buddhism. The first priority is to pay off approximately 

I $750,000 owed for the land; then to build a meditation hall for 
1,000 people, then two hamlets.

Meanwhile, 279 monks and nuns are staying in two private 
homes. The Sangha has built a huge, temporary, thatched roof 
meditation hall that seats 1,000. During our visit, it was full with 
monks and nuns who were present for a monastic retreat. We were 
all nourished by the ordination of novice nuns and monks and a 
lamp transmission ceremony for thirteen young monastics from 
Vietnam. There was an intense energy of mindfulness and beautiful 
chanting by Thay. He personally cut a lock of each novice’s hair 
during the ordination ceremony.  

At the end of the lamp transmission ceremony, Thay shared 
the following with the new Dharma teachers and the Sangha: 
“As monastics we have a great horizon, high and wide. Keep the 
light and transmit it to the later generations. We are aware that 
the Buddha and the patriarchs are our roots. We vow to receive 
the wisdom, compassion, peace, and joy that the patriarchs have 
transmitted. We vow to transform our suffering and help people 
of modern times to transform their suffering and to open Dharma 

A Great Horizon
Plum Village Sangha in Thailand 

By Lynda Berry and Karen Hilsberg
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doors in new ways. We vow to look at each other as brother and 
sister in the same spiritual family. We vow to take care of each 
other so we can help each other. We vow to practice loving speech 
and deep listening. We vow to transform hatred and jealousy so 
we can go forward. Only when we do that can we be children of 
the Buddha and the patriarchs.”

Not Seeking Anymore
A few days later, Thay gave a public lecture at Thammasat 

University Law School. There were at least three thousand people 
in the giant auditorium, including many monastics from differ-
ent traditions. Thay’s presence attracted huge numbers of people 
in Thailand, which is primarily a Theravadan Buddhist country. 
He explained the differences and similarities between the native 
Buddhism and Zen. He did not mention the political situation in 
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Plum Village Thailand 

The Sangha is very happy to have found a 
beautiful location in Thailand to build a permanent 
home for monastics where they can practice the 
teachings of love and understanding under the 
guidance of our beloved teacher, Zen Master 
Thich Nhat Hanh. The new land is about 190 km 
northeast of Bangkok. It has a spectacular view of 
Khao Yai Mountain in Thailand’s first and largest 
national park, a UNESCO World Heritage site. 
We envision two monasteries, one for 100-150 
monks and another for 200-300 nuns. The site 
will also include an Institute of Applied Buddhism 
for the fourfold Sangha in Southeast Asia. There 
will be space for vegetable gardens where organic 
food can be grown. The total cost of the land is 
24,583,000 Bhat (U.S. $819,434). A deposit of 
$152,767 was made on August 30, 2010. On June 
30, 2011, the rest of the total amount will be due. 
The right to the land will then be transferred to the 
Thai Plum Village Foundation.

With your support, Plum Village Thailand 
will manifest as a reality. To make a 
donation, please make a bank draft or 
cashier check payable to “PV Foundation for 
PV Practice Center in Thailand” and send it to:

Plum Village Foundation
399, Moo 9, Nongsarai Subdistrict
Pak Chong District
Nakhon Ratchasima 30130
Thailand

Or make a wire transfer with the information 
below:

Bank Account Name: PV Foundation for 
PV Practice Center in Thailand
Account No.  855-0-24898-6
Bangkok Bank, Siam Paragon Branch
S.W.I.F.T. code “BKKBTHBK” 
Address: Ground Floor, Siam Paragon
991/1 Rama 1 Road
Pathumwan District, Bangkok 10330
Tel: 66-2-129-4318, 66-2-129-4319,  
66-2-129-4320, 66-2-129-4321,  
66-2-129-4322  

If you have questions or need more information, 
please email niramisa@gmail.com.

Bangkok, but his description of non-duality seemed appropriate. 
When you understand your suffering, he explained, and look deeply 
into the suffering of another you believe to be your enemy, you 
may develop compassion because you see your enemy as a human 
being who suffers the same way you suffer. He said that Theravada 
contains the Mahayana teachings and that Mahayana contains the 
Theravada teachings. He also shared about the Sutra on the Full 
Awareness of Breathing and about the practices of deep listening 
and loving speech. 

In the following days, Thay gave Dharma talks at MCU Bud-
dhist University a few days prior to the family retreat. We all stayed 
together in the same hotel at the university, where a marquis in 
the lobby said, “Welcome Thich Nhat Hanh!” The family retreat 
took place at a resort outside of Bangkok, and at least 300 people 
came by boat and bus from Vietnam (a twenty-four-hour drive.) 
They had their own meditation hall with Vietnamese translation. 
Thay spoke about the Sutra on the Full Awareness of Breathing, the 
Four Mantras, and the Four Noble Truths. He taught the children 
how to be bellmasters. He also spoke about the sixteen exercises 
in the Anapanasati Sutra exercises and about the gatha, “This is it 
(on the in-breath), not seeking anymore (on the out-breath).” The 
Dharma talks were very fresh. It seemed that Thay was thriving 
in this Buddhist country.  

On the last day of the retreat, the power cut in the middle of 
Thay’s Dharma talk, but he did not react. He sat and drank his tea 
while 1,600 people sat in complete silence. When the power came 
back on about five minutes later, he continued as though nothing 
had happened. At the end of the retreat, the monastics went up on 
stage and we all sang together. It looked as though Thay was holding 
hands with the Theravadan monks. It was a beautiful moment.  

Lynda Berry, Awakened Listening of  the Heart, is from the 
United Kingdom and lives in Portsmouth. She took the Five 
Mindfulness Trainings at the Nottingham Retreat in August 

2010. Karen Hilsberg, True Boundless Graciousness, lives in 
California. She founded Organic Garden Sangha in 2003 and 

mentors Order of  Interbeing pre-aspirants and aspirants in 
Jasmine Roots Sangha.
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In southern Australia, it takes time for winter’s wilder energies to 
let go. The powerful forces of wind and rain often dominate the 
youthful spring. Every now and then, spring bursts through with its 
brilliant blue sky and warming sun, but within minutes a wave of 
hail breaks overhead again, sending everyone running for refuge. 
If the sun is our heart, as our teacher wrote so beautifully, then so 
are the rain and wind and hail.

These were the 
conditions for the 
first retreat at Nhap 
Luu (Entering the 
Stream) Monastery 
since the arrival of 
Sisters Thuan Tien, 
Luong Nghiem, Sinh 
Nghiem, and Can 
Nghiem as the first 
permanent monastic 
presence of the Or-
der of Interbeing in 
Australia. Part of the 
energy of our mind-
fulness weekend was 

the arrival of Brothers Phap Kham, Phap Dung, and Phap Hai. 
They came to help create a new master plan for the monastery site, 
which was gifted in January 2010 by the Green Bamboo Sangha, 
after ten years of slow, steady development.

I
Nhap Luu is about 160 kilometres west of Melbourne—part 

of the state of Victoria’s Central Highlands, the location of a great 
gold rush in the 1850s, when Asian populations began to settle 
in Australia. Occasional hobby prospectors still fossick through 
the old gold diggings and mine shafts near Nhap Luu. But in the 
little, emerging, bush monastery, with its meditation hall and 
simple huts, searching has started to stop. We’ve started to realise 
that however basic the current conditions are, this practice centre 
is here, now, and it is full of all the gifts that can be found in the 
most established of monasteries. 

The raw nature of the practice environment challenges and 
inspires us. Electricity only arrived a month ago, after the sisters 
and lay friends dug nearly half a kilometre of trenches. Some say 
that “Rome wasn’t built in a day,” and neither was Plum Village. 
We enjoy each step of the process. It’s easy to see at any moment 
that it will never be exactly like this again.

About sixty practitioners attended the mindfulness week-
end—half of them Vietnamese Australians and half Westerners. 
Many had intended to camp, but wind and rain soon drove them 
into the meditation hall to unroll their sleeping bags. Some slept 
in their cars. Twenty of them covered the floor of the little two-
bedroom house next door, owned by a lay OI member. All slept 
easy with the rain beating on the old tin roof, even if the queue 
to the single toilet got a bit lengthy at times. But good-humoured 
mindfulness carried the Sangha throughout the weekend—even 
inspiring a poem:

This Morning
This morning can
not possibly be 
any colder than death.  
My heart can 
not possibly burn 
any brighter 
than the sun. 

The continuing growth of Nhap Luu seemed to be assured 
by the mindfulness weekend. Many retreatants have continued to 
return, including a number of the young people who warmed the 
hearts of everyone when they took the Five Mindfulness Train-
ings. Now the summer approaches with abundant wild flowers 
and warm days and sunny breezes bringing bountiful crops to the 
farmers … and hay fever to most of 
the Sangha. That’s just the way it is 
in Australia—wild flowers and hay 
fever, or as our teacher says, lotus 
and mud. 

 
Ian Roberts, True Enjoyment of  

Silence, was ordained as an 
Order of  Interbeing Member at 

Nhap Luu in March of  2007.

  

Springtime in 
Australia

The Birth of Nhap Luu Monastery

By Ian Roberts

Support Nhap Luu Monastery! 

Nhap Luu welcomes your financial contributions. Email 
the Nhap Luu Office at streammpc@gmail.com to inquire 
about sending a donation.
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Healing
A Woman’s Journey from 
Doctor to Nun

By Sister Dang Nghiem

Parallax Press, 2010 

Soft cover, 146 pages 

Reviewed by Judith Toy,  
True Door of Peace

 

Sister Dang Nghiem’s story begins in Central Vietnam, where 
she was born during the Tet Offensive in 1968. She takes the 
reader with her to Saigon, to medical school in California, to 
Africa, to Plum Village, back to Vietnam with her teacher, to 
the late Bat Nha Monastery, and finally to Deer Park Monas-
tery. Huong Huynh was the child of a Vietnamese mother and 
a U.S. soldier. At the behest of her beloved grand mother, who 
raised her until she was six, she made three vows: to raise her 
brother to be a good person as they journeyed to the U.S.; to 
get a good education; and to become a nun. As her life has 
unfolded, Huong Huynh, now Sister Dang Nghiem— “adorn-
ment with nondiscrimination”—has ultimately fulfilled all 
three vows and lived into her new name. 

The victim of a torn family, sexual assault, racial taunts and 
gender discrimination, multiple foster placements, an un-
known father, a wounded mother who disappeared when her 
daughter was but twelve, and a fiancé who drowned and whose 
body was never found, her strength in the face of immense 
suffering is the stuff of legend. Yet she does not tell it that 
way. She carves out a fearless inventory of her thoughts and 
actions as, growing up with great energy and determination, 
she moved from inner and outer war to a life of true peace. 
How she has honed herself, constantly beginning anew, is a 
pro found teaching. 

Reading her book is like having tea with Sister Dang Nghiem. 
We learn exactly who she is. Humbly, she recounts intimate 
stories of the horrors as well as the subtle joys, the small ag-
gravations and the sweet triumphs of her pilgrimage through 
an extraordinary life. Nor does she paint her life as a done 
deal—more like a flowing river that inevitably hits the rapids. 
“I once was a river, a river falling in love with a cloud and 
chasing after it,” she writes. But after many years of practice 
as a nun, Venerable Dang Nghiem has realized she must re-
lease her attachments, because one day she will be left with 
only her “two empty hands.” She has realized that if she is 
truly present in the moment, she will see that her two empty 
hands hold the world.

 

                                               

Fire Under  
the Snow 
A Tibetan Monk – a  
spirit unbroken by  
33 years of torture

A film by Makoto Sasa

Running time: 75 minutes

2008

Reviewed by Judith Toy,  
True Door of Peace

Arrested in Tibet by the Chinese Army in 1959, the Venerable 
Palden Gyatso spent thirty-three years in prisons and labor 
camps for the “crime” of peaceful demonstration. Tortured, 
starved, and sentenced to hard labor, he watched his culture 
destroyed, and his teacher, friends, and family displaced, 
jailed, or killed. The film covers Palden’s birth in 1933 and 
follows him through the long nightmare that began with the 
Chinese invasion. It explores the escalating cycle of inter-
rogation and physical violation that ended decades later with 
Palden’s escape from Tibet and a cathartic meeting with His 
Holiness the Dalai Lama.

Just after his escape from Tibet in the 90s, I met Palden on a 
rainy country road in Bucks County, Pennsylvania, marching 
with a small group of monks and laypeople who carried the 
flag of Tibet. On our way home from a retreat, my husband 
and I happened upon the Free Tibet march launched in 
Washington, D.C., heading for the United Nations in New 
York City. I joined the march. Palden stayed at our home for 
five days, along with the late Thubten Norbu Rinpoche, the 
Dalai Lama’s elder brother, and Larry Gerstein, president of 
the International Tibet Independence Movement. What a joy 
it was to cook and serve them!

We were distressed by the tortures Palden described. Still, he 
laughed often and remained cheerful but resolute. All of his 
teeth had been shattered by a cattle prod placed directly into 
his mouth. He was hung by his thumbs. He ate dirt. One time, 
in prison, he vainly spit into the mouth of an infant to keep 
it alive. Tears came as I listened, and I asked him, “How did 
you survive?” “I became a monk when I was ten years old,” 
he replied, putting his arms around me while I cried.

Palden harbors no anger toward the Chinese. He has made it 
his life’s mission to bring to light the extreme human rights 
abuses of China that continue to this day, “so that it will 
stop.” In our home, in our sweet little breathing room on the 
second floor, Palden spent many hours composing The Auto-
biography of a Tibetan Monk, on which the film is partially 
based. Fire Under the Snow reminds me of the roots of the 
Order of Interbeing—mindfulness and inspiration in the face 
of unbelievable duress. For more information, visit www.
fireunderthesnow.com. 
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