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Dear Thay, dear Sangha,

In March, my partner and I were 
fortunate to spend five days at Deer Park 
Monastery. One evening after dinner we 
noticed a group of nuns, monks, and lay 
friends playing volleyball. My partner, 
who played on a college team, wanted to join them. I agreed—in spite of 
my aversion to team sports and perception of myself as uncoordinated. 
Stepping onto the court, I was horrified to feel like my gangly junior 
high school self, terrified of the ball and my teammates’ mockery and 
derision. 

Yet as we played, I noticed that the sisters and brothers on “my team” 
didn’t react at all when I avoided the ball or hit it askew. There were 
no shouts of judgment or praise, no competition, no ambition. Instead, 
I noticed laughter, silence, relaxed ease, and neutrality. The monastics 
were practicing equanimity in volleyball. Whatever happened, they 
genuinely didn’t mind. In their presence, I was able to acknowledge 
my fears, gently set them aside, and wake up to the present moment. I 
watched the ball fly back and forth. I responded naturally when it came 
to me. After the game I knew a very old wound had begun to heal.

“Live in joy and in peace even among the troubled,” the Buddha 
said. “Live in joy and in freedom as the shining ones.” Monks and nuns 
make a commitment to do just that. In a world overrun with trouble, they 
dedicate their lives to embodying and teaching peace and compassion. 
It’s no wonder their very presence fosters spontaneous healing. 

In this issue on Monastic Life, ten sisters and brothers share candid 
and compelling personal stories. They speak of obstacles, epiphanies, 
and aspirations. Authentic and insightful, these writings are precious 
gifts from the vibrant heart of the Sangha body. If you are inspired by 
these stories and interested in monastic life, be sure to read the invita-
tion to “Step into Freedom and Taste True Happiness” through the new 
Five-Year Monastic Training and Service Program (page 45). 

In his beautiful Dharma talk, our teacher says that “to practice as 
a monk is easiest; to practice as a layperson is much more difficult.” 
Yet he offers wisdom for laypeople to build a warm, safe home within 
ourselves and to create relationships rooted in mutual understanding 
and love. Articles by lay friends show us that the joy of practice can 
blossom beautifully even in Auschwitz and within prison walls. In 
Thay’s eloquent words:  “It is on the very ground of suffering that we 
can contemplate well-being. It is exactly in the muddy water that the 
lotus grows and blooms.”

May this issue be a dear companion and guide on your  
path of peace.

 
With love and gratitude,

Natascha Bruckner

Benevolent Respect of the Heart
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Make a True Home  
of Your Love

By Thich Nhat Hanh

Plum Village Upper Hamlet

December 26, 2010
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We have to tell young 

people they are already 

beautiful as they are; 

they don’t have to be 

another person.

Every one of us is trying to find our true home. We know that our 
true home is inside, and with the energy of mindfulness, we can 
go back to our true home in the here and the now. Sangha is our 
true home. 

In Vietnamese, the husband calls the wife “my home.” And 
the wife calls the husband her home. Nha toi means my house, my 
home. When a gentleman is asked “Where is your wife?” he will 
say, “My home is now at the post office.” And if a guest said to 
the wife, “Your home is beautiful; who decorated it?” she would 
answer, “It’s my home who decorated it,” meaning, “my husband.” 
When the husband calls his wife, he says, “Nha oi,” my home. 
And she says, “Here I am.” Nha oi. Nha toi. 

When you are in such a relationship, the other person is your 
true home. And you should be a true home for him or for her. First 
you need to be your own true home so that you can be the home 
of your beloved. We should practice so we can be a true home for 
ourselves and for the one that we love. How? We need the practice 
of mindfulness. 

In Plum Village, every time you hear the bell, you stop 
thinking, you stop talking, you stop doing things. You pay attention 
to your in-breath as you breathe in and you say, “I listen, I listen. 
This wonderful sound brings me back to my true home.” My 
true home is inside. My true home is in the here and the now. So 
practicing going home is what we do all day long, because we are 
only comfortable in our true home. Our true home is available, 
and we can go home every moment. Our home should be safe, 
intimate, and cozy, and it is we who make it that way.

E Last week I had tea with a couple who came from the United 
Kingdom. They spent two weeks in Plum Village, with the monks 
in the Upper Hamlet. The lady said, “It’s strange. It’s the first time 
that I’ve lived in a place where there are hundreds of men and no 
women, and I feel very safe in the Upper Hamlet. I have never 
felt safe like that.” In the Upper Hamlet she was the only woman, 
and she felt very safe. And if she feels safe, the place is her home, 
because home should provide that kind of safety. Are you a safe 
place for him or for her? Do you have enough stability, strength, 
protection for the one you love? 

And the gentleman said, “The last two weeks may be the best 
weeks of my life.” That is because of the work of Sangha building. 
When you build a Sangha, you build a home for yourself. And in 
that place, you feel at home, you feel at ease, you feel safe. If you 
don’t feel safe within yourself, you are not a home for your own 
self, and you cannot provide your loved one a home. That is why 
it’s very important to go back to yourself and make it safe for you 
and for the ones you love. 

If you feel lonely, if you feel cut off, if you suffer, if you 
need healing, you cannot expect to heal by having a sexual 
relationship with another person. That cannot heal you. You will 
create more suffering for him, for her, and for yourself. In the 
Third Mindfulness Training, we learn that sexual desire is not 
love. And without love, sexual activities can only bring suffering 
to you and to the other person. Loneliness cannot be dissipated by 
sexual activity; you cannot heal yourself by having sex. You have 
to learn how to heal yourself, to be comfortable within, and then 

dharma TALK
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you begin to create a home. Then you have something to offer to 
the other person. The other person also has to heal, so that she 
will feel at ease, and she can become your home. Otherwise, what 
she has to share is only her loneliness, her sickness, her suffering. 
That cannot help heal you at all. 

Three Kinds of Intimacy
There are three kinds of intimacy. The first one is physical 

and sexual. The second is emotional. And the third one is spiritual. 
Sexual intimacy cannot be separated from emotional intimacy. 
They go together. And if spiritual intimacy is there, the physical, 
sexual intimacy will have meaning and will be healthy and healing. 
Otherwise it will be destructive. 

Every one of us is seeking emotional intimacy. We want to 
have real communication, mutual understanding, communion. 
In the light of Buddhist practice, you have to listen to your own 

suffering. There is suffering inside of you, and there is suffering 
inside of the other person. If you do not listen to your own suffering, 
you will not understand it, and you will not have compassion for 
yourself; and compassion is the element that helps you heal. 

The first thing the Buddha talked about is the suffering inside. 
Many of us are fearful. We don’t want to go back to ourselves, 
because we believe that we will encounter the block of suffering 
inside, and that we will be overwhelmed. Instead, we try to cover 
it up by means of consumption. We consume food, we consume 
music, we consume many other things, and we consume sex. 
But that does not help. That is why the Buddha proposed that 
we go home to ourselves with courage, in order to recognize and 
listen deeply to the suffering inside. We can use the energy of 
mindfulness, generated by conscious breathing and walking, to 
embrace it tenderly. “My suffering, I know you are there. I am 
home. And I will take care of you.” 

dharma TALK
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 There are times when we suffer but we don’t know the nature 
of the suffering. Our ancestors, our parents may not have been able 
to transform their suffering, and they have transmitted it to us. And 
now, because we have encountered the Buddhadharma, we have a 
chance to recognize it, embrace it, and transform it for ourselves 
and our ancestors, our parents. “Dear ancestors, dear father, dear 
mother, I have received this block of suffering from you. I know the 
Dharma, I know the practice. I will learn to recognize this block of 
suffering that has been transmitted to me, and with love I will try 
to accept and to transform it.” You can do it out of love. You do it 
for your parents, for your ancestors, because we are our ancestors. 

According to the teaching of the Four Noble Truths, unless you 
listen to your suffering, unless you look deeply into your suffering, 
and embrace it tenderly with your energy of mindfulness, you 
cannot understand the roots of your suffering. When you begin 
to understand the roots of your suffering, suddenly the energy 
of compassion, of understanding, arises. And understanding and 
compassion have the power to heal. By embracing and listening 
to your suffering, you bring about understanding and compassion. 
And when the nectar of compassion is born in you, you suffer less, 
you feel less lonely. You begin to feel the warmth within yourself; 
you are building a home inside yourself. The Buddha recommends 
that we build a home inside, an island within ourselves. Be an 
island unto yourself. You’ll feel comfortable, you’ll feel warm, 
and you can be a refuge for the other person too. 

When you have understood your own suffering, your own 
loneliness, you feel lighter and you can listen to the suffering of 
the other person. Your suffering carries within itself the suffering of 
your ancestors, of the world, of society. Interbeing means that my 
suffering is in your suffering, and your suffering is in my suffering. 
That is why, when I have understood my suffering, it is easier for 
me to understand your suffering. When you understand someone’s 
suffering, that is a great gift that you can offer to him or to her. The 
other person feels for the first time that she is understood.  To offer 
understanding means to offer love. And understanding another 
person is not possible without understanding self. Home-building 
begins with yourself. Your partner too builds a home within, and 
then you can call her your home, and she can call you her home. 

In the Upper Hamlet, we build a Sangha as our home. You 
build your family as a Sangha too, because Sangha means simply 
“community.” The most noble task is to build a Sangha. After 
enlightenment, the first thing the Buddha taught us was to look 
for elements to build a Sangha. A Sangha is a refuge for ourselves 
and for many people.

So we go home to ourselves, we listen to the suffering inside 
of us. We embrace our pain, our sorrow, our loneliness with the 

energy of mindfulness. And that kind of understanding, that kind of 
insight will help transform the suffering inside us. We feel lighter, 
we begin to feel warmth and peace inside. And then when the 
other person joins you in building home, you have an ally. You are 
helping him and he is helping you. And together you have home. 
You have home in yourself, you have home in him, in her also. 
If that kind of intimacy does not exist, then a sexual relationship 
can cause a lot of damage. That is why earlier I said that physical, 
sexual intimacy cannot be separated from emotional intimacy. 

Between the spiritual and the emotional there is a link. 
Spirituality is not just a belief in a teaching; it is a practice. And 
the practice always brings relief, communication, transformation. 
Everyone needs a spiritual dimension in his or her life. Without a 
spiritual dimension in our life, we cannot deal with the difficulties 
that we encounter. We should have a spiritual practice, a Dharma 
life. We learn how to put the Dharma into practice. With that kind 
of practice, we can deal with the difficulties we encounter in our 
daily life. 

Your spiritual practice can help you a lot in dealing with your 
emotions, helping you to listen, to embrace your own suffering, and 
to recognize and embrace the suffering of the other person. That is 
why these two forms of intimacy inter-are. You know how to deal 
with a strong emotion, like fear, anger, despair. Because you know 
how to do that, you can feel more peaceful within yourself. That 
spiritual practice helps you build a home within yourself, for your 
sake and for the sake of the other person. That is why emotional 
intimacy cannot be separated from spiritual intimacy. The three 
kinds of intimacy inter-are. 

Loneliness cannot be dissipated by sexual activity; 

you cannot heal yourself by having sex.

dharma TALK
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Reverence for the Body 
Sexual activity without love is empty sex. It is prevalent in 

our society and is causing a lot of suffering for our young people. 
If you are schoolteachers, if you are parents, you should help 
your children and your students to avoid empty sex. Empty sex is 
bringing a lot of damage to their minds and their bodies. Damage 
will emerge later on in the forms of depression, mental disorders, 
suicide. Many young people don’t see the connection between 
empty sex and these physical and mental disorders in themselves.

What happens in the body will have an effect on the mind and 
vice versa. Mind relies on the body to manifest and body relies 
on mind to be alive, to be possible. When you love someone, you 
have to respect not only her mind but also her body. You respect 
your own body, and you respect his body. True love should have 
the nature of reverence, respect. In the Asian tradition you have 
to treat your spouse with respect, like a guest.  And in order to 
respect her, you have to respect yourself first. Reverence should 
be the nature of our love.

In my country, parents are proud to introduce their child to a 
guest. The guest will usually ask, “Do you love your father, your 
mother?” The child says, “Yes! I love my father, I love my mother.” 
The next question is: “Where do you put your love?” The child 
has been instructed to answer: “My love, I put it on my head.” Not 
“in my heart,” but “on my head.” When a monk is about to put 
on his sanghati, the saffron robe, for a ceremony, he’s holding his 
sanghati with reverence, the same as when handling a scripture. 
If you approach the monk and you bow to him, and if he does 
not find any decent place to put his sanghati, he will put it on his 
head because this is a noble place; it is like the altar. That is why 
in Vietnamese good manners, you should not touch the head of 
another person if you don’t know him or her well. This is one of the 
sacred places of the body, because the head is the altar to worship 
ancestors and the Buddha. 

There are other parts of the body that are also sacred that 
you should not touch. It’s like inside the Imperial City, there is 
the Purple City* where the family of the king lives. And you are 
not supposed to go in that area. If you do, they will arrest you 
and cut off your head. In a person’s body there are areas that are 
forbidden to touch. And if you don’t show respect, if you touch that 
part of the body, you are penetrating the Purple City. When a child 
is sexually abused, she suffers, he suffers very deeply. Someone 
has violated her Purple City and she did not have the ability to 
protect herself. There are children who have been abused at the 
age of eight, nine, ten, and they suffer very deeply. They blame 
their parents for not having protected them, and their relationship 
with their parents becomes difficult. Then their relationship with 
their friends and their future lovers will also be very difficult. The 
wounds are always there. 

Sexual abuse of children is overwhelming. It is said that in 
the U.S. from five to fifteen percent of young boys are abused 
sexually and from fifteen to thirty-five percent of little girls are 
abused sexually. That’s a lot. And when a child is abused like that, 
she or he will suffer all her life from many things, because her 
body hasn’t been respected. 

In school, and in the family, we need to teach them to respect 
themselves, to respect their own body, and to respect the body of 
the other person. If you are religious leaders, if you are politicians, 
if you are parents or teachers, if you are educators, please think 
about it. We can learn from the teaching of the Buddha to organize 
our life in the family, in the school, in society in such a way that 
we can be protected and our child will be always protected.  

Be Beautiful, Be Yourself
We said earlier that sensual pleasure, sexual desire, is not 

love, but our society is organized in such a way that sensual 
pleasure becomes the most important thing. To sell their products, 
corporations create advertisements that water the seeds of craving 
in you. They want you to consume so that you will develop a 
craving for sensual pleasure. But sensual pleasures can destroy 
you. What we need is mutual understanding, trust, love, emotional 
intimacy, spiritual intimacy. But we don’t have the opportunity to 
meet that kind of deep need in us. 

There are women’s fashion magazines that tell us that in 
order to succeed, you have to look a certain way, and use a certain 
product. Many young people in our society want to have cosmetic 
surgery in order to meet that standard of beauty. They suffer very 
much, because they cannot accept their bodies. When you do not 
accept your body as it is, you are not your true home. Every child 
is born in the garden of humanity as a flower. Your body is a kind 
of flower, and flowers differ from one another. Breathing in, I see 
myself as a flower. Breathing out, I feel fresh. If you can accept 
your body, then you have a chance to see your body as home. If 
you don’t accept your body, you cannot have a home. If you cannot 
accept your mind, you cannot be a home to yourself. And there 
are many young people who do not accept their body, who do not 
accept who they are; they want to be someone else. We have to 
tell young people they are already beautiful as they are; they don’t 
have to be another person. 

Thay has a calligraphy: “Be beautiful; be yourself.” That is 
a very important practice. You have to accept yourself as you are. 
And when you practice building a home in yourself, you’ll become 
more and more beautiful. You have peace, you have warmth, you 
have joy. You feel wonderful within yourself. And people will 
recognize the beauty of your flower.

Mindfulness is the kind of energy that can help you to go home 
to yourself, to be in the here and the now, so that you know what 
to do and what not to do, in order to preserve yourself, in order to 
build your true home, in order to transform your own afflictions, 
and to be a home for other people. The Five Mindfulness Trainings 
are a concrete way of practicing mindfulness. In the Buddhist 
tradition, holiness is made of mindfulness. And mindfulness brings 
within itself the energy of concentration and insight. Mindfulness, 
concentration, and insight make you holy. 

Holiness does not exist only with celibacy. There are those 
who are celibate but who are not holy, because they don’t have 
enough mindfulness, concentration, and insight. There are 
those who live a conjugal life, but if they have mindfulness and 
concentration and insight, they have the element of holiness 
in them. Sexual intimacy can be a beautiful thing if there is 
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mindfulness, concentration, insight, mutual understanding, and 
love. Otherwise it will be very destructive. A sutra describes the 
moment when Queen Mahamaya was pregnant with the Buddha. 
Mahamaya dreamed of a white elephant whose trunk was holding 
a lotus flower. The elephant touched her with the lotus flower 
and entered into her very, very softly, and she was pregnant with 
Siddhartha. That is the way they describe a sexual relationship, in 
the palace before Siddhartha was conceived: gentleness, beauty. 
Sexual intimacy should not occur before there is communion, 
understanding, sharing on the emotional and spiritual level. And 
then the physical, sexual intimacy can also become holy.

To practice Buddhism as a monk is always easier than to 
practice as a layperson. There is a Vietnamese saying:  to practice 
as a monk is easiest; to practice as a layperson is much more 
difficult. So to refrain from all sexual activities is much easier 
than to have a sexual relationship. To have a sexual relationship 
in the context of mutual understanding and love, you need a lot of 
practice. Otherwise you create suffering for him, for you, for her. 

There is a woman doctor in Switzerland who came to 
practice in Plum Village. She had suffered several times because 
of relationships. Since she was young, every time she was asked 
to have a sexual relationship with a man, she felt she had to say 
yes even if she did not feel ready, because she was afraid. Many 
teenagers in our time feel that way. They don’t like it, they don’t 
want it, they don’t feel ready for it, but they do not dare to say no, 
because they are afraid to be looked upon as weird, as abnormal. 
They don’t want to be rejected; they want to be accepted. That 
is a psychological fact parents and teachers have to be aware of. 
We have to tell the young people that they can learn to say no 
when they are not ready, when they are afraid. Otherwise they 
will destroy their body and their mind. Please listen to the young 
people, be compassionate, help them. We have to help them find 
skillful ways to say no.

When she came to Plum Village, the woman from Switzerland 
learned skillful ways to say no. In her last relationship, she was 
able to say no. She said, “I need you, my beloved. We need to 
understand each other. I need your presence. I need someone to 
help me when I have difficulties, to understand me.” They spent 
one year and a half together without having a sexual relationship. 
And when we went to her country for a Dharma talk, she proudly 
introduced her husband to us. Their relationship was wonderful, 
very successful, because she was able to say no until she was 
ready, and together they could build the kind of relationship that 
is lasting.

Edited by Barbara Casey

* In China and Vietnam, the Imperial City contained an enclosure 
called the Purple Forbidden City.

Reverence  

should be the  

nature of our love.
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Sister Annabel, True Virtue, 
was ordained in 1988. 
She is the translator of  

some of  Thay’s books and 
is presently the Dean of  

Practice at the European 
Institute of  Applied 

Buddhism in Germany.

monast ic LIFE

As 2011 begins, I begin my twenty-third year of nunhood. I often 
think of myself as the continuation of my mother and father and all 
my blood ancestors. As far as I know, none of my blood ancestors 
were monks or nuns, though some of them have been fervent 
Christians who depended very much on their belief in God as a 
spiritual refuge. 

When I was ordained as a nun, I did not tell my mother 
and father. Thay told me that if I did tell them, they would not 
understand and would only be confused because they did not have a 
true perception of what a Buddhist nun was. Two years after being 

A ordained, I accompanied Thay on a teaching tour to England. I 
invited my mother and father to the retreat without saying anything 
about being a nun. My mother agreed to register; she had already 
been to Plum Village and knew a little about the practice, but my 
father was busy and could not come. I remember catching sight of 
my mother at the end of a hallway on the arrival day. I recognized 
her before she recognized me. As we drew closer to each other, 
she called me the name she had called me as a child. Poor mother! 
She was taken aback to see me in a brown robe and with a shaved 
head. The first thing she said was, “Thank goodness your father 
is not here. He would be shocked to see you with a shaved head.” 

As the retreat proceeded, my mother felt more and more at 
ease. She saw how I interacted with the retreatants, leading the 
Dharma sharing and giving a presentation on the Five Mindfulness 
Trainings. She saw that the retreatants had respect for the nuns. 
She praised me for the way I facilitated the Dharma sharing. 
When Thay went back to Plum Village after the tour, he allowed 
me to go home to visit my parents and family. I remembered the 
words of my mother when she first saw me as a nun, and I did not 
dare uncover my head for the whole length of my stay. Later, if 
someone happened to take a photograph of me in Plum Village that 
I considered to be a good photograph, I would send it to my mother. 

Now I can leave my head uncovered when I visit my parents’ 
house. There has been a shift in the direction of our ancestral 

Twenty-Three 
Years as  

a Nun
By Sister Annabel
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stream. The Buddhist nunhood, which seemed so strange at first, 
has become a much more natural part of the life of my blood family. 
I would even say that my parents have become more monk- and 
nun-like, and that my spiritual practice has helped them manifest 
differently than before. This is a ripening of seeds that lie in store 
consciousness.

Adventure in Vietnam
In 1992, four years after I was ordained, Thay suggested that 

I go to Vietnam. I went with a number of lay students, and we 
organized retreats and Days of Mindfulness at the historically 
sacred Buddhist sites in Vietnam. The most adventurous thing we 
did was to transmit the Five Mindfulness Trainings. Plum Village 
has a version of the Five Mindfulness Trainings that differs from 
the mainstream tradition in Vietnam, and many of Thay’s disciples 
in Saigon and Hue wanted to receive the Plum Village version. 
First we tried in Hue. Ni Su Dong Thuyen was kind enough to 
lend her temple. The transmission went unimpeded, but someone 
made a tape recording that the security police discovered, and we 
were summoned for a session with them. They told us that we had 
broken the law and that we had to leave Hue within twenty-four 
hours and leave Vietnam as soon as possible after that. 

We went to Saigon and stayed in a Catholic hotel. We 
organized a Day of Mindfulness in the oldest temple in Saigon 

during the weekend, and the security police did not find out 
about it. Many people came to this famous temple to hear the 
abbot speak. They had an unexpected Day of  Mindfulness with 
walking meditation. I enjoyed this adventure. We also transmitted 
the Five Mindfulness Trainings in the rooms behind a bakery on 
two occasions and no one ever knew.

I am very grateful for the connection with Vietnam that I 
have experienced as a nun. I have learnt its language, culture, 
and history, and this has enriched my life greatly. I began my 
life as a Buddhist practitioner in India and then went to Vietnam. 
Vietnamese Buddhism is not Chinese Buddhism, as some Western 
scholars seem to think. Buddhism came to Vietnam across the 
sea from India, and only after Buddhism had become established 
in Vietnam was it refreshed by new waves coming from China. 

Thay tells us that there will come a time when the Vietnamese 
monks and nuns will go back to Vietnam to look after the practice 
centres there. The centres in Europe and North America will be 
looked after by Western monks and nuns. So as Western monks 
and nuns, we have a responsibility to stick to the Sangha. It is like 
when Buddhism came to Vietnam from India: the Vietnamese 
monks had a responsibility to keep Buddhism alive when the 
Indian monks went home. If they had not done so, we should not 
have our Su Ong (teacher) today.

photo courtesy of  the monastic Sangha
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Before I became a monk, I suffered from depression but did not 
know it. This created a deep need within me to look for something, 
although I did not know exactly what I was looking for. All I knew 
was that I wanted to search for some direction, some path. This 
longing began early in my childhood and it became dominant when 
I was fourteen or fifteen years old. 

I looked for meditation books and pursued different types 
of practice, beginning in the ninth grade, and continuing after 
I escaped from Vietnam to live in a refugee camp and then in 
America. I was a very good student, but there was this sense of 
sadness deep within me. Often it lasted for days, and it paralyzed 
me, so that I could not feel the joy of life. However everything 
seemed very normal to me. Sometimes we suffer and we are not 
aware of our suffering, so we perceive it as something normal.  

“Who Am I?”
When I graduated from college at age twenty-three, I felt 

a strong wish to become a monk. But my parents did not want 
this; they encouraged me to continue my studies. So I did. After 
graduate school, I began to work as a mathematical researcher 
for an oil company. At that time, I took up the practice of koans 

B

Touching the 
Blue Sky

The Story of Thay Phap An

By Thay Phap An

photo by Robert S. Harrison
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very seriously. A koan is a set of practices in which you raise your 
question and allow it to go deep into your consciousness. You do 
not look for an answer; any answer that comes to you may not be 
valid, because it comes from your intellect. It may be merely a set 
of perceived ideas, a projection.  Later on, when the conditions 
are sufficient, your consciousness will offer its answer to you. 

I practiced the koan, “Who am I?” Whenever I moved my 
hand, I asked, “Who is moving my hand?” Whenever I walked, I 
asked, “Who is walking?” Whenever I was about to go to sleep, 
I would ask, “Who is sleeping?” I continued to ask the question, 
“Who am I?” This question began to work very deeply in me and 
started to interfere with my work. When I asked the question, “Who 
is thinking?” my thinking disappeared. This created a problem. I 
had to think in order to solve problems for people and earn a living. 

I fell into a very deep spiritual crisis. I did not know what 
the best path for my life was, but I knew that I wished to become 
a monk. However, I loved my family very much, and wanted to 
respect their wishes, so I could not yet take that step. I stopped 
working for the oil company and took a post-doctorate position 
in order have more time to practice meditation and look deeply 
into what direction I wanted to take for my life. 

I shared with my post-doc advisor my long-time wish to 
become a monk. He advised me, “For once in your life, you have 
to listen to your heart. Otherwise you will regret it.” He kindly 
offered me the option to try out being a monk, and if I didn’t 
like it I could return to the university and he would still have a 
job for me. Even now, when I talk about him, I feel very moved 
and grateful to him for giving me this advice. I collected all my 
belongings and sent them back home. On March 26, 1992, I left 
the U.S. to become a monk. I didn’t realize at that time what a 
shock and source of suffering this was for my family.

When I came to Plum Village, I practiced but did not have 
much joy. I listened to Thay’s teaching about the present moment, 
about cultivating joy and happiness, but a deep sense of sadness 
still hung over me. I tried my best to live in the present moment, 
in the here and now, and to cultivate happiness. But I could not 
touch the reality of happiness. 

After practicing for three years, I began to lead retreats around 
the world. I invited people to practice being happy in the present 
moment. But I was aware that a block of sadness in the back of 
my mind prevented me from being truly happy. One time, I went 
to Russia to lead a retreat. A young woman served as my assistant. 
A few years later, she traveled to Plum Village before she returned 
home to Vietnam. She became a very close friend who shared 
openly with me. I remember one time she shared with me, “I have 
to be very honest with you. You gave a very good Dharma talk 
about happiness and being in the present moment. But it really 
puzzles me that you do not look very happy. You look sad all 
the time.” She meant to ask whether my practice was effective. I 
offered the teaching to cultivate happiness and live in the present 
moment, but I still had this block of sadness within me. That was 
six or seven years after I became a monk.

I had a lot of questions about everything in life. Did our 
lives have any meaning? Was there something called reality out 
there that I had to touch? Whenever I had an opportunity, I would 
ask Thay a question. Whenever there was a question and answer 
session, I would ask a question right away. 

I fell into a very deep spiritual crisis. 

I did not know what the best path 

for my life was, but I knew that I 

wished to become a monk.

photo by Robert S. Harrison
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Thay tried to help me to get in touch with the beauty of life 
around me. When I was attending Thay, he would say, “Look! 
Phap An! Don’t you see the beautiful blue sky?” He would pour 
tea for me when I was about to ask another question, and invite 
me to enjoy a cup of tea. During our walking meditation together, 
he would stop, point out a flower and teach me, “Look! Phap 
An! The flower is very beautiful.” Or he would point to a cloud 
and ask, “Don’t you see the cloud is beautiful?” He had a lot of 
compassion. He didn’t give me a jumble of thoughts or theories. 
He pointed me directly to the source of happiness and joy, because 
he wanted me to taste it for myself. 

Touching Images from the Past
I struggled very much with my depression. There were 

moments during sitting meditation when I would invite my sadness 
to come up and embrace it. Looking at the sunshine through 
the window, tears would fall from my eyes. Sadness simply 
overwhelmed me. When I embraced my suffering, memories 
slowly surfaced and the roots of my sadness began to reveal 
themselves. One image led to another. In the midst of this stream 
of my past experiences, I continued to go back to my breathing 
and stay aware of my body. The wave of sadness returned, over 
and over, until it slowly calmed down. I continued to go back 
to the emotion, embrace it, and observe it. I saw many different 
images from my past.

I discovered that I had been wounded as a child in the war 
in Vietnam. I was born in a rural part of Central Vietnam. There, 
the war was very intense. Every night I heard bombing in the 
distance. There were people who lived around me who became 
mentally ill; the pressure of the war became too much for them. 
There were soldiers who took off their clothes and ran around 
naked. I remember a woman who screamed and cried every night. 
She lived next to our house. As I lay down to sleep, I listened to 
her moaning and screaming all night long in the dark. I felt a lot 
of love for her and also a lot of fear. 

We lived next to an air force base, and fighter jets flew by 
in the middle of the night. They flew above the roof of our house 
as they took off. The sound was very loud, and my brother who 
slept next to me would sit up and scream along with the jets, in 
his sleep. He didn’t wake up. He simply sat up in the bed and 
screamed. I was one year older than him. I woke up because of 
the noise. Every night, when he sat up screaming, I gently pushed 
him back down to sleep. It happened almost every night. 

I lived with a lot of fear and uncertainty. Once or twice a 
year, the communists would attack our village. Houses burnt 
down. We had to get out. One time, during an attack, my father 
was standing. Something fell to the ground; he bent down. Just 
as he bent down, a bullet hit the box behind him. If he had been 
standing, he would have been killed. Luckily the bullet missed 
him and broke the box behind him. In just one single moment he 
would have been killed.  

From time to time, South Vietnamese soldiers would come 
to our parents’ pharmacy and shoot into the shelves of medicine. 
They held up a grenade and threatened to throw it if we didn’t 
leave. Then they broke into the cash register and took whatever 
medicines they wanted. There was no law around, so they came 
very often, to take money and medicine. They used harsh language. 
They shot anywhere they liked.

Slowly but surely, I went back to the past to touch all these 
images as I sat in meditation. Then I saw the image of myself as a 
little boy. I think that I was only four or five years old. I was hiding 
myself in a medicine cabinet. Looking out, I could see military men 
in the front of our house—Americans and South Vietnamese in 
camouflage uniforms. They were carrying all kinds of equipment, 
with many weapons of war, and setting up camp in the twilight 
and drizzling rain. As I looked out, I felt so scared. 

In my meditation, I had a clear memory that that little boy 
said to himself, “There’s no future for my life and I don’t want to 
grow up. What’s the point? If I grow up, I’ll be like these men who 
carry guns around, and either I will kill someone or be killed by 
someone.” As I looked back, I asked myself: how could I have such 
a thought when I was so young, only four or five? This incident 
continued to affect me without my knowing it.
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When I was attending 

Thay, he would say, “Look! 

Phap An!  Don’t you see 

the beautiful blue sky?”

At the age of seven or eight, I began to draw human faces. I 
would spend a lot of time in my room, looking at magazines and 
drawing the beautiful faces I saw in them. I drew like this for 
about five years, until the war was over. Deep within the mind of 
that little boy was the belief that humans were cruel and ugly. I 
sensed the dark side of human beings, so I drew beautiful human 
faces as a defense mechanism. I accumulated several books of 
drawings of faces, but because of the war we fled to the South 
and I lost all of them. 

When I was in the fifth and sixth grade, every day at 
about sunset, from about five to six o’clock in the afternoon, 
I experienced a pain in my forehead, which I now understand 
was a migraine. I couldn’t stand it and my father took me to the 
hospital, but the doctor couldn’t figure out the reason for my 
chronic headaches. When the war ended, the migraines went away. 
Thanks to my meditation, I now understand what was happening. 
Around sunset, the military men came and camped in front of our 
house. That was also the first time I had the thought that my life 
had no future, that life had no meaning, and that I didn’t want to 
grow up. Whenever the sun set, this feeling was re-activated. My 
depression was triggered by the sunset.  

A New Perception
I worked on this block of sadness and the tendency to withdraw 

for many years. Sometimes, it seemed there was no hope. Many 
times Thay told me that the sky was very beautiful, and the blue 
sky was indeed very beautiful, but I could not touch that blue sky. 
Many other young brothers and sisters came to Plum Village and 
lived without much difficulty. They could be happy and play with 
each other. But I could never taste such joy. Therefore, I felt quite 
lonely in the community. I was in that state of loneliness, with 
my own struggle, but I tried to embrace my sadness whenever I 
had a chance. 

I learned to go straight to this primary perception. The sadness 
was due to the perception that there was no future, no point to 
growing up because life was very ugly. It was very difficult to 
embrace the sadness. At first I didn’t understand how to do it, but 
gradually, I learned. I had to balance my mind with the energy 
of joy and happiness before I could embrace this pain. Over the 
years, I have been trying my best to embrace my emotion and I 
have learned that it is inseparable from the perception that I had as 
a little boy, that there was no future for my life. After many years 
of practice, I have been able to purify and transform this emotion 
and am cultivating a new and more positive perception of life.

photo by Mariann Taigman and Ken Davenport
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depression have turned into a part of our body. We have to purify 
our body in order to purify our mental difficulties. It took me a 
long time, but I was able to transform this block of sadness and 
depression within me by looking deeply into my food, taking good 
care of myself, fasting, exercising, and building a new perception.

I Could Feel the Blue Sky
After seven or eight years of practice, during the springtime, 

I was in Thay’s hermitage. He organized a picnic day for the 
monastics; the brothers and sisters were playing volleyball, 
cooking, and having a barbecue. I was standing at the veranda, 
looking at my brothers and sisters playing joyfully. I didn’t join 
them but I stood near them. Then I looked at the poplar trees, with 
no leaves, standing against the blue sky in spring. I followed my 
breathing and practiced the mantra Thay taught us. “I’m here for 
you. Breathing in, I am aware that the poplar tree is there, that the 
blue sky is there. Breathing out, I’m really here for you.”  

I followed my breathing for a long time, and remained in 
touch with the poplar and the blue sky. Suddenly, for the first 
time, I could feel the blue sky. Tears ran down my face. I just stood 
there crying. I was able to touch that moment with such deep joy 
and happiness, from the depths within me. The blue sky was so 
beautiful that day. The poplar tree was so beautiful. After seven or 
eight years of practice, I was finally able to touch all that. 

Nowadays, I am more stable. My anger, my temper, my 
sadness and depression have transformed to a large extent. This 
year marks my eighteenth year of practice as a monk, and I have 
changed a lot. I have healed my body and healed my mind, for 
the most part. I do not get caught by anger much. I do not get 
trapped by my sadness and depression much. It is very important 
to identify the very beginning of a negative perception before it 
turns itself into a mental loop, a block of strong emotion. We can 
learn to embrace and understand it before it begins to affect our 
life and our relationships. 

Thich Chan Phap An, True Dharma Seal, was born in 1963 in 
Vietnam. He was ordained into monkhood in 1992 and received 

Transmission of  the Lamp of  Wisdom in 1999. Since 2008, he 
has served as the Director and Dean of  Studies at the European 

Institute of  Applied 
Buddhism in Germany.

This article is an excerpt 
from a Dharma talk 

given on January 29, 
2010. It was edited by 
Thay Phap An, Sister 

Chau Nghiem, Charles 
Wheeler, and Natascha 

Bruckner.

In Upper Hamlet, there is a walking meditation path, from 
which we can see the sunset. Many times when the sun set this 
sense of sadness would come up. I practiced walking meditation 
along this path in the middle of sunset, and tears would come. 
With each of my steps, I would tell myself, “This is truly beautiful. 
This is truly beautiful.” I would say, “I’m really happy now. I’m 
really happy now.” I trained myself like that. This exercise does 
not do violence to ourselves; instead, it is a training that tries to 
cultivate a new kind of perception. I tried to look at each flower 
on the road, to look at each stone, and say, “I’m really happy now. 
The war is over. I’m not living in a time of war anymore. It’s okay. 
It’s safe. There’s life. There’s a meaning to life. It’s very beautiful 
now.” I practiced this often, for many years. I tried to build a new 
perception to balance the child who saw no future. 

We have to train ourselves to develop a new perception. At 
the beginning, this new perception is weak. It’s just a skinny bone, 
a skeleton; there’s no flesh to it. Over the years we have to build 
new flesh, to build a thicker layer around our new perception. As 
I cultivated this new perception, I built new flesh around it. As 
I said to myself, “This is truly beautiful,” I tried to feel beauty 
and happiness. I continued to build layers of flesh so that I could 
balance the block of pain and suffering that I had gone through. 
Over the years, bit by bit, it worked.  

In addition to transforming my perceiving, I also changed 
my way of eating. I noticed that around five or six o’clock in the 
evening, at sunset, I had trouble with my colon. I couldn’t digest 
food, and suffered from a lot of gas. It became very disturbing. My 
depression had come into my body and embedded itself into my 
colon. I decided to stop eating dinner. I did this for two to three 
years. Amazingly, as the colon healed, the depression also healed. 

This transformation has to do with both the body and the 
mind. We cannot focus on the mind alone, because our sadness and 

I tried to look at each flower on 

the road, to look at each stone, 

and say, “I’m really happy now.  

The war is over.”
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My precious master Thich Nhat Hanh says, “Please call me by my true names.” 
This is a very interesting saying. When I look into myself, sometimes I don’t know 
which name is my true name! Currently my name is Brother Chan Phap Tu, which 
means “True Dharma Son.” Sometimes the brothers and sisters in Plum Village like 
to call me “Dharma Death” because “Tu” has that other meaning, “death.”

My other true name is Tenzin Donpal, a Tibetan name. His Holiness the Dalai 
Lama gave me this name when I received novice ordination in Dharamsala, India, 
in 2008. Another one of my true names is Nyanabhadra, which was given to me 
by my first ordination master, Venerable Dharmavimala, in Indonesia in 2007. My 
master’s lineage is from both the Myanmar Theravada tradition and the Mahayana 
tradition from Guang Hua Monastery in Putian, Province of Fujian, People’s 
Republic of China.

In Touch with Islam
I grew up on a small island near Sumatra, Indonesia. My ancestors came from 

Fujian Province in mainland China, so my blood is Chinese and my passport is 
Indonesian. I’m the seventh of eight children. Both of my parents passed away when 
I was four years old, and my elder brothers and sisters took care of me. My eldest 
brother had to continue my father’s business, and my eldest sister had to take over my 
mother’s duties in the kitchen. I remember my sister crying day and night; she was 
young and wished to continue her studies, but she could not. After completing high 
school, I pursued my bachelor’s degree in West Java. I was so excited to study more 
and more in order to repay my family’s kindness. I earned a diploma in Information 
Technology and a bachelor’s degree in Computer Science.

M

Orange, 
Maroon, 
and 
Brown
Please Call Me  
by My True Colors

By Brother Chan Phap Tu
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I know that not only 

are Buddha and Jesus 

brothers, but Buddha 

and Prophet Muhammad 

are also brothers!

Brother Phap Son, Brother Phap Tu (Tenzin Donpal), and Sister Luong Nghiem in India
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In Indonesia, the majority of people are Muslim. Naturally, 
growing up there, I had a lot of opportunities to be in touch with 
Islam. Even now I appreciate Islamic teachings so much. For 
me, the five prayer times that are part of every day are a kind of 
meditation. Whenever I hear the call to prayer from the loudspeaker 
of the mosque, I stop and breathe deeply at least three times to 
come back to myself. 

In Touch with Buddhism
When I was in fourth grade, I encountered the teachings of 

Theravada Buddhism for the first time. I was so inspired by the 
story of Siddhartha sitting beneath the bodhi tree! I liked to read 
it again and again. The image of Buddha under the bodhi tree has 
been beautiful to me ever since I was small.

During my university period, I spent a lot of time working as 
a volunteer in a Buddhist monastery, where I participated in many 
retreats, seminars, Dharma talks, and workshops. I liked to read 
about, learn, and practice several traditions, such as Theravada, 
Zen, and especially Vajrayana. I keep my heart open to accept that 
these are all the teachings of the Buddha. I believe the Buddha 
never claimed himself as Theravada or Mahayana or Zen or 
Vajrayana, and I believe that he is made up of all these elements.

Working as a volunteer in the monastery watered the seed of 
monasticism in me, but this seed was not strong enough at that 
time, and I continued working as a computer engineer for almost 
six more years. 

Encountering the Masters
Dagpo Rinpoche recommended that I go to Dharamsala to 

study Tibetan and Buddhist philosophy. Thanks to him and his 
guidance, I had the opportunity to be ordained by H.H. the Dalai 
Lama. During the ordination ceremony, His Holiness was telling 
us a few jokes and making us laugh, but at the same time, the jokes 
contained deep teachings. He said, “You are my student now, and 
you have to follow my instruction,” and he listed such instructions 

as keeping a calm demeanor, eating simple vegetarian foods, and 
wearing our robe properly wherever we went. Then he said, “Except 
in a very dangerous situation that threatens your life. For example, 
when I was fleeing from Tibet, I had to dress in such a way that 
nobody recognized me, so I could run out easily.”

I spent almost three years in Dharamsala, the state of 
Himachal Pradesh, and the North of India. I was so happy to 
study and practice at one of the best Tibetan Buddhist institutes 
in Dharamsala. I received many different kinds of knowledge 
and practices. Whenever H.H. the Dalai Lama gave a teaching at 
Namgyal Monastery, the institute would declare a special holiday 
for us so we could attend the teaching. 

In 2008, my first ordination master, Venerable Dharmavimala, 
asked me to go to Hanoi to attend the Engaged Buddhism retreat 
led by Thay and the Plum Village Sangha. I was reluctant to go 
because I liked Tibetan Buddhism, but I revered my master so much 
that I flew from India to Hanoi just to attend the retreat. During 
the retreat, our group facilitator, Sister Dinh Nghiem, arranged 
for us to meet with Thay, and he invited all of us to Plum Village.

I returned to Dharamsala to continue my studies. When Thay 
and the Sangha visited India in 2008, I had an opportunity to 
meet with Sister Chan Khong, and she wrote me a letter to help 
me obtain a visa to attend a three-month winter retreat in Plum 
Village. After attending the retreat, I knew that “nothing is more 
important than brotherhood and sisterhood.” I learned that on the 
path of practice, I should not be a superhero because I would surely 
evaporate without a Sangha supporting me, especially a Sangha 
that lives in harmony and practices mindfulness.

Now I have been in Plum Village for more than two years. 
Time has passed by so quickly! Last year, Thay and the Sangha 
were in Indonesia and conducted a five-day retreat in West Java 
and a peace walk at the world heritage site of Borobudur in Cen-
tral Java. One evening at the foot of Borobudur, Thay said to me, 
“Thay Phap Tu, you have to kneel down and make a great vow to 
renew Buddhism in Indonesia.” I burst into tears but tried to wipe 
my eyes and hide my tears. I will always remember this vow in 
my heart. I know that not only are Buddha and Jesus brothers, but 
Buddha and Prophet Muhammad are also brothers!

My True Colors
If you really want to call me, please call me by my true names. 

I have to answer, “Yes.” Even though I’m a Buddhist monk, I’m 
fully aware that I’m made of non-Buddhist-monk elements. Yes, 
I’m a monk from a Zen tradition, but when I look into myself I 
see a Muslim; I see myself wearing an orange robe as a Theravada 
monk; I see myself wearing a maroon robe as a Vajrayana monk; 
and I see myself wearing a brown robe as a monk from Plum 
Village. From orange to maroon to brown, I’m not afraid of what 
color will manifest next because I have found my true color in the 
here and in the now. I hope you do too!

Brother Chan Phap Tu, True Dharma Son, lives in Plum Village.

Brother Chan Phap Tu and Ven. Dharmavimala (center) with Indonesian Sangha
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Sister Boi Nghiem lives at Magnolia Grove Monastery in 
Mississippi, one hour from Memphis, Tennessee. We spoke over 
the phone on February 24. She said she hoped we could “establish 
a bond of friendship while we’re having this interview—or let’s 
say be-in, to make it less formal.” Her gentle words and frequent 
laughter were delightful. 

Question: Could you tell me a little bit about yourself? 

Sister Boi Nghiem: I’m twenty-seven years old. I’ve been 
ordained for five and a half years. I was born in Vietnam, and 
when I was eleven, my family moved to the United States. I grew 
up in Memphis, Tennessee, and then I went to Plum Village when 
I was twenty-one years old. It was the legal age for people to go 
clubbing, but I chose to go to Plum Village instead. 

My sister is also a nun. She’s now at Blue Cliff Monastery. She 
has been a nun for ten years. That was one of the main reasons that 
I know the practice, because of my sister. When I was a teenager, 
I was not so interested in the practice. I was just like any typical 

Q
Vietnamese American teenager. I liked to listen to music and do 
other things that were quite fast-paced. I listened to ‘Nsync and 
Backstreet Boys. Whenever my sister sent videos of Plum Village 
to my house, especially performances of the monastics, I couldn’t 
sit and watch because everything was so slow. I would fast forward 
it. It made me so sleepy.  

When I was nineteen, I started to go online and research and 
read Buddhism. The first book that I read was Thay’s Being Peace. 
I went to Deer Park for two weeks during a fall break in August 
2004. I was able to see the simplicity of the monastics—to see them 
practice, and how happy they were, and the harmony they had. A 
beautiful image that I will always remember from Deer Park was 
that one time, I saw a young sister helping an elder sister to put on 
her shoes. The younger sister took the pair of shoes and placed it 
in front of the elder sister’s feet. How often do you see this kind 
of image in America? It’s very rare. When I saw that image, I was 
like, “Wow! It’s so beautiful how we can take care of each other 
in this simple and gentle way, with so much love.” 

Lightness in 
My Heart
An Interview with Sister Boi Nghiem

 
By Natascha Bruckner

photo by Nyanayasha Shakya
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On October 20, I went to Plum Village. I only bought a one-
way ticket, because I didn’t have enough money to buy a two-way 
ticket. Some Vietnamese people believed that one of the main 
reasons why you became a monastic was because your heart was 
broken or you had difficulties in your family. I didn’t have either 
of those, so I thought, “This is a great time for me to go, because 
if I wait until I’m older, I might suffer and it would be difficult 
for me to have a monastic life.”

Question: What inspired you to become a monastic, instead 
of remaining a lay person?

Sister Boi Nghiem: In Plum Village I was able to be close to 
the sisters, and was able to receive Thay’s teachings directly. For 
the first month, the question, “Should I stay or should I leave?” 
would arise almost every day. It was quite draining. I decided, “You 
know what? I’m going to make a decision right now. I’m going to 
sit next to the ping-pong table and write my aspiration letter.” That 
was it! I found my decision to become a monastic quite simple, 
compared to other people. I was able to see the transformation in 
myself and in other friends practicing. For me, living in a place 
where no one is smoking or drinking beer, that’s heaven! 

Question: In the last five and a half years as a monastic, has 
the experience lived up to your expectations, or have you been 
surprised in any way?

Sister Boi Nghiem: I have been surprised in many ways. 
Before I became a monastic, I thought that the monks and the 
nuns were angels from above. I didn’t think that they would have 
unskillfulness or make mistakes. Of course, when you live with 
the sisters, you are able to see that they’re human beings just like 
all of us. Their speech can be unskillful; their actions can have a 
lack of mindfulness, and their words or actions can hurt people. At 
first I couldn’t accept this, because it was something that I didn’t 
expect from a monastic, especially someone who practiced for a 
long time. But then I realized that if I continued like this, I would 
not be so happy. Now I see that even though I’m a monastic, I also 
make mistakes. You have to allow yourself to make mistakes; you 
have to allow other people to make mistakes. What is different is 
that we have the practice, we have the precepts, and we are on the 
path of transformation.  

Question: Apart from that quality of acceptance, how else 
have you transformed on this path?

Before I go to sleep every night, I take two to five minutes to sit in silence. 

I make an aspiration. What is it that I want to practice tomorrow?

photos courtesy of  the monastic Sangha
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Sister Boi Nghiem: When I was growing up, I was not 
aware of my thoughts, my mental formations, or my perceptions, 
especially the negative ones. But once I become a monastic, I 
started to feel uneasy with myself. I started to see the other side of 
myself that I didn’t see before. I asked myself, why am I like this? 
Why do I think like this? When I had these thoughts, I would lock 
myself in the restroom, look in the mirror, and talk to myself. It’s 
very nice if you have personal contact with yourself without any 
interruptions. Doing this day after day, I was able to accept and 
love myself more. I started to feel very light. Thay’s teachings are 
always with me, whenever I feel like this. Simple mantras, like, 
“I know you are there, and I am very happy,” or, “I am here for 
you.” I apply these mantras with myself. I know that I still have a 
lot of work to do, but I’m quite happy with where I am.

Before I go to sleep every night, I take two to five minutes 
to sit in silence. I make an aspiration. What is it that I want to 
practice tomorrow? I reflect back on what happened today; if I said 
unkind words, then I promise that tomorrow I will practice loving 
speech to my brothers and my sisters and those around me. This 
allows me to make the past beautiful in the present moment. This 
is something that I have done during the last three years, and it has 
had a great effect on my practice; it really makes me feel happier 
and the mind of love continues to grow and grow every day. 

Question: I think a lot of people are surprised to find out that 
there’s a practice center in Mississippi. Could you share the story 
of how it came about, and describe what it’s like there?

Sister Boi Nghiem: Magnolia Grove Monastery is 120 acres. 
At this moment, there are thirty monastics living at Magnolia 
Grove. There are twenty nuns and ten monks. Ninety percent of 
our brothers and sisters were ordained at Prajna Monastery in 
Vietnam. All of us are under forty-five years old, so we are very 
young at heart! 

In 2002, there was a peace walk in Memphis, Tennessee, 
with Thay and the Plum Village Delegation. At least 3,000 people 
joined that peace walk. It was the first time that Vietnamese 
Americans down in this area were able to see a large number 
of Americans practicing Buddhism with a Vietnamese Zen 
Master. The Vietnamese Americans wanted to help their children 
transform their strong emotions and their stress in their daily 
life. They also they wanted to help themselves. They wanted to 
establish a monastery down in the south. After that peace walk, a 
group of lay Vietnamese Americans went to look for a place, and 
finally they were able to find Magnolia. They purchased the land, 
and devoted lay practitioners came every week to help build the 
monastery. They constructed a meditation hall, a kitchen, a book 
room, and a guest dormitory, and donated it all to Plum Village.

In 2005, we officially accepted it as part of the Unified 
Buddhist Church. That’s when Thay came to Magnolia Grove 
[then Magnolia Village] with a delegation and officially accepted 
it as a Plum Village practice center. The Vietnamese Americans 
wanted to have monastics right away, but Thay said that at that 
moment it was not possible; conditions were not yet sufficient. 
He asked them to please wait a few more years, and then thirty 
monastics would come. And it’s true—five years later, we have 
thirty monastics. The patience that the Vietnamese Americans had, 
the love that they had for us, their devotion to the monastery—

B e fo r e  I  b e c a m e  a 

monastic, I thought that 

the monks and the nuns 

were angels from above.
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those are some of the reasons I decided to come to Magnolia Grove Monastery; 
it’s like an expression of gratitude to them. 

Currently most practitioners that come to Magnolia Grove are Vietnamese. 
Sometimes friends from Memphis, Oxford, Alabama, Missouri, New Orleans 
and other states nearby come to practice with us. Every Sunday, we have a Day 
of Mindfulness and live Dharma talks. The monastery is near Oxford Univer-
sity—Ole Miss—which is quite well-known for their football team, I’ve heard. 
From time to time a group of students will come to our center because they 
have to write an essay or do a research paper, and they choose Magnolia Grove 
Monastery as their visit site.

We have a Vietnamese class for the young people because we want them to 
remember their mother language. We also have English classes for our brothers 
and sisters.  

There are many beautiful birds down here. In the summer when you have 
breakfast, you will see dragonflies—hundreds and hundreds of them. Vietnamese 
people predict that when the dragonflies fly low, then it will rain. We just look at 
these dragonflies and predict the weather for that day. If they fly high, it means it 
will be sunny. They have fireflies at night. It’s beautiful. Mother Nature and the 
ancestors of the land support us and are always by our side. It’s a very peaceful 
place. 

Question: Almost all of the monastics at Magnolia Grove were ordained in 
Prajna. They’ve come to a new country and a new culture; how are they doing?

Sister Boi Nghiem: I feel they are quite happy. I see that our brothers and 
sisters adjust to this environment quite well. Since we don’t have too many guests 

W hen a s i tuat ion 

c o m e s  a n d  w e 

react, we are the 

final condition that 

determines if it will be 

beautiful or not.
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yet, the brothers and sisters take this time to practice, looking 
deeply and taking care of themselves. At first, there were some 
times of struggle with the language, but we are encouraging our 
brothers and our sisters to please learn English as much as they 
can. It’s not only for the benefit of Magnolia Grove Monastery, 
but in the future, it will benefit other centers as well. 

Question: Is there anything else you’d like to share with 
people reading the Mindfulness Bell?

Sister Boi Nghiem: From time to time, during the day, 
ask yourself, “What am I grateful for?” Or, “What conditions 
of happiness do I have right now?” Don’t just ask this question 
when you feel sad or depressed, but also ask this question when 
you are happy and in a joyful spirit. For myself, it really makes 
my practice more joyful, I feel happier, and I feel there is this 
lightness in my heart. 

Seeing all these things happening in the world—like the 
protests in Libya and Egypt—they’re going through a lot, fighting 
for their own freedom. Here in America, we have this freedom. The 
most important thing is the inner freedom we have. It’s important 
that we cultivate this inner freedom—free from hatred, enmity, 
afflictions. When a situation comes and we react, we are the final 
condition that determines if it will be beautiful or not. If someone 
comes to us and says unkind words, and we react with anger, then 
it is our fault. But if someone comes to us and says unkind words 
and we react with peace, gentleness, and love, then we make the 
situation manifest beautifully. 

Please consider your breathing as your best friend, as someone 
always by your side helping you to overcome difficulties and 
cultivate that happiness. See your breathing as a Buddha helping 
you, as someone that you truly love. It’s amazing how much your 

breathing can help you. It’s priceless. It does not water the seed of 
anger. It does not water the seeds of jealousy or irritation. It’s very 
faithful to you, but how faithful are you to your breathing?   

To learn more about Magnolia Grove Monastery, visit  
www.magnoliagrovemonastery.org. Thay and the  

Plum Village delegation  
will lead a mindfulness  

retreat at Magnolia Grove, 
September 28 -  

October 2, 2011.

Senior students from Warren Easton High School (New Orleans) with monastics at Magnolia Grove in April 2010

Sister Boi Nghiem

The most important thing is 

the inner freedom we have. It’s 

important that we cultivate this 

inner freedom—free from hatred, 
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I sat here at this same lotus pond in New Hamlet just a few short 
years ago and wrote my letter of aspiration to become a nun. 
And here I sit again, this time writing a letter to Thay and my 
friends, a letter that shares what I will call an “ancestral insight.” 
During my time as a monastic here in Plum Village, many of my 
most treasured moments have been the realizations of these deep 
insights. 

In monastic life, form and conformity are an important part 
of our practice. One of the expressions of form is the mode of 
dress we assume. Luckily, we wear simple robes, and on occasion 
the nuns wear head scarves. I’ve always admired my dear sisters 
when I’ve seen them with the head scarves and robes as they are 
literally dressed head to toe in brown—the color of the earth and a 
reminder of our link to those who work the land and live a simple 
life. Their beautiful round faces glow with joyful smiles beneath 
heads wrapped in the earthen color. 

Yet, when I looked in the mirror and saw myself with the 
same scarf, I didn’t see—I couldn’t see—the same beauty. In 
fact, what I saw was not beautiful at all. It was disconcerting, to 
say the least; I felt I looked funny and out of place. Of course, I 
continued to wear my scarf despite this view, and thought, “Well, 
maybe I just have to get used to the way it looks.” But after more 
than a year, my view didn’t change, and I couldn’t get used to the 
way I looked in the head scarf. I began to look deeply and ask, 
“Why do my sisters look so nice, but I don’t?” I tried tying it on in 
various ways in hopes of improving the look of it, but this didn’t 
seem to help either.

I
Ancestral 

Insights
By Sister An Nghiem
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So I continued to ask this question, sitting and walking with 
it. And one day, when I looked in the mirror, a stunning answer 
came. I didn’t see myself; I saw Aunt Jemima! Aunt Jemima, just 
like on the maple syrup bottles and the pancake boxes of yore—that 
infamous trademark depicting a stereotypical African-American 
woman with her head wrapped in that bandana, smiling, with wide 
bright eyes. And the memories came flooding back, memories of 
days from my youth and growing up in the south, in Washington, 
DC. We were taught to have disdain for this cultural icon, and if 
we dared to wear a scarf like this as young girls, we were ridiculed 
and called “Aunt Jemima” in the most condescending way.*

We didn’t want to have anything to do with Aunt Jemima, 
least of all look like her! When I was a very young girl in the late 
’60s and ’70s, there were clearly defined (though unspoken) ideas 
of what a young African-American girl should look like, and it 
definitely was not Aunt Jemima. We were somehow taught in silent 
ways that this important link to our history of slavery, racism, and 
discrimination in America was to be shunned. The mockery that 
was perceived when we were labeled or looked upon as icons such 
as Aunt Jemima, Uncle Tom, Stepin Fetchit, Uncle Ben of Uncle 
Ben’s rice, Rastus of Cream of Wheat, and others, only brought 
upon us shame and confusion.

As a young girl, I could only see the shame and “ugliness” of 
these icons. It is only with hindsight, the insight of mindfulness, 
and the daily practice that I was able to see the confusion, pain, 
and false sense of security which manifested as a result of this 
particular view. I realized in an instant, with that image of Aunt 
Jemima reflected back at me in the mirror, that we held what I 

know now to be a wrong view. Any view that causes us to see 
ourselves as separate is a wrong view. I realized that as a child, 
I had shame and fear about something I didn’t quite understand. 
Isn’t it interesting how our cultural icons affect us, without us ever 
really knowing it? 

And in this wonderful instant of insight I embraced my Aunt 
Jemima: the Aunt Jemima in me and that is me. I exhaled, felt deep 
release, calm, stillness … and beauty. How could I have seen her 
as anything other than myself? Shunning Aunt Jemima was like 
shunning myself—no wonder I felt disconcerted and disconnected. 

Today, I don’t deny the cavernous pain and suffering that 
these images and what they represent evoke in all of us, but I have 
learned the value of embracing them and the pain and suffering 
that lies in my very own DNA. I am embracing, accepting, and 
gradually transforming these for myself, my parents, my great-
great-great-great-great grandma Mary who was a “house” slave, 
and my grandmother, Grammy Nanny, who worked as a domestic 
in an antebellum mansion in Millwood, Virginia, until very near 
her death at eighty-nine years of age just over twenty years ago. 
She cooked, cleaned, managed the household and raised two boys, 
who wept like babies at the funeral of their beloved Nana. For 
all of us and all of you, I share and embrace these memories and 
insights toward transformation and healing.

Thank you Aunt Jemima, Stepin Fetchit, and all the others. 
Thank you all for being there. Your stereotypes represent countless 
real people who, through perseverance, courage, and the sheer will 
to survive and live, did what was necessary so we—all of us, your 
descendants—could be free and here today. And with the art of 
mindful living, we can learn to embrace all parts of our ancestral 
history and ourselves, because in reality we are not separate but 
one, and part of the same continuum.

When I look in the mirror now, I sometimes still see my old 
friend Aunt Jemima. But with this powerful new insight, I know 
not to fear, not to hate, not to have shame. Instead I have aware-
ness, smile, and say: “Hello Aunt Jemima! I know that because you 
are there, you are one of the conditions that made it favorable for 
me to be here today … wrapped in a beautiful brown robe, with a 
headscarf that frames a beautiful round brown face, glowing and 
smiling happily.” 

*Wikipedia says it succinctly: “The term ‘Aunt Jemima’ is sometimes 
used colloquially as a female version of the derogatory label ‘Uncle 
Tom’. In this context, the slang term ‘Aunt Jemima’ falls within the 
‘Mammy archetype’, and refers to a friendly black woman who is 
perceived as obsequiously servile or acting in, or protective of, the 
interests of whites.” [The term was used especially during the time of 
slavery and the “Jim Crow” era.] 

Sister An Nghiem (Sister Peace) was born and raised in 
Washington, DC, arrived in Plum Village in June 2006, and 

ordained in September 2008. She currently lives in Plum Village. 
Her interests include reading, organizing retreats, and traveling 
with the Sangha to share the Dharma and “bring it on home” to 

where the rubber meets the road.
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I stepped onto the monastic path relatively late, although the seeds 
were present at an early age. At age fifteen, a group of friends and 
I meditated together. When that group disbanded, I continued (for 
the next thirty-five years) meditating twice daily. At age twenty, 
in 1978, I studied in Benares Hindu University, Varanasi, India. 
During my stay,  I visited many holy Buddhist sites, though I found 
mostly ruins. I was looking for my Sangha all along, but I could 
not define it then.

I discovered mindfulness in 2006 at a psychiatric hospital in 
Paris where I worked. My introduction was Jon Kabat-Zinn’s book 
Total Catastrophe Living, which inspired me to practice some 
mindfulness techniques. Upon finishing the book, I received an 
email from a friend in the U.S. informing me that an eighty-year-
old Vietnamese monk was coming to Paris to lead a peace walk. I 
wasn’t familiar with Thich Nhat Hanh’s name, but later discovered 
that Thay had written the preface to Kabat-Zinn’s book!

The Paris peace walk changed my life. As Thay and the Sangha 
began walking, I knew I had found my teacher and community of 
practice. I began attending the Paris lay Sangha and, two months 
later, attended my first weeklong retreat in Plum Village.

I No grass grew under my feet. In 2007, I joined the historic 
tour of Vietnam with Thay. At Bat Nha monastery, I received 
transmission of the Five Mindfulness Trainings. Everything I 
did with the Sangha seemed inexplicably familiar, and I began 
to wonder whether monkhood was somehow in my future—but 
soon found obstacles.

I learned that the maximum age for monastic ordination was 
twenty at Bat Nha and fifty at Plum Village—and I had just turned 
fifty. Regretfully, I accepted that I would probably not become a 
monk in this tradition. I took consolation as an active member 
of the lay Sangha in France, and clearly saw the applicability of 
engaged Buddhism in my work at the hospital.

On my way home from Vietnam, I met a venerable Vietnamese 
monk who asked me why I had come. I told him that I had been 
traveling with Thich Nhat Hanh. He then predicted I would be 
wearing brown within two years. I wasn’t sure what he meant, but 
before I had a chance to inquire, he disappeared. Did he believe 
that I would become a monk? At Bat Nha Monastery? It all seemed 
like a dream, and impossible.

A Monk:  
To Be or 

Not to Be? 
By Brother Phap Kinh (Dharma Meridian)
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Back in Paris, a group in my Sangha started studying the 
Fourteen Mindfulness Trainings. I found these precepts extremely 
inspiring. Half of us in the group decided to become aspirants for 
the Order of Interbeing (OI). Things were moving quickly, but I felt 
ready. In 2008, I asked for a sabbatical leave to attend a number 
of trips and retreats. 

It still wasn’t a foregone conclusion that I would follow the 
monastic path. At the Dhamek Stupa in Sarnath, India, I heard 
Thay say, “It is now or never.” His words resonated with me, and 
I was ordained as an OI member on that trip. I did not necessarily 
see monastic life as the next logical step. The venerable monk’s 
prophecy that I would be “wearing brown in two years” was 
fulfilled with my OI jacket. During the 2008-2009 winter retreat, 
I often asked myself what more I could do for myself and for the 
world as a monk. The answer was not clear.

I sat with this question. It was my koan. It wasn’t something 
I could think my way through. Thinking about it seemed to drive 
me crazy. It was a matter of the heart. During this period nothing 
I initiated came about, yet conditions for things that seemed 
impossible, such as getting so much time off work and getting 
ordained so soon as a lay OI member, came together. This was a 
wonderful apprenticeship in non-pursuit and letting go.

The Bodhisattva Path
Clarity finally came during a retreat in June 2009. I confided 

in a number of brothers, both monastic and lay, who served as 
mirrors for me and helped me recognize my fear. I took refuge in 
the Sangha, and practiced looking deeply and following my heart. 
By the end, I realized that there was no going back to my old life. 
I had already moved on, and my past now belonged to a former 
life. I spoke to a number of monastics about my intention, and 
found the courage to make the decision that would free me from 
all worldly obligations. 

That decision took tremendous courage. I had never felt so 
afraid in my life, beyond all reason. But what was I so afraid 
of? Making a monumental error? Letting go? Inadvertently 
abandoning my right livelihood and personal bodhisattva path? 

Giving up everything even at the great risk of not being accepted 
into the monastic Sangha? I loved my job, my Sangha, and my 
life in Paris. I had nothing to run away from, so why would I 
uproot myself in such a way? Most of the people I knew outside 
of my Sangha (and even some inside the Sangha) found the idea 
puzzling, if not mad.

Making the decision was the hard part. Once I did, there was 
lightness and ease as everything fell into place. Since ordaining, 
I have never doubted or regretted my decision and do not miss 
my former life. The great fear vanished. Fear is, after all, only a 
mental formation. It can be paralyzing, but mental formations 
that are not fed shrink.

Why did I choose to become a monk? This is my aspiration:

I hope and intend to continue on the bodhisattva path of 
relieving suffering in the world, but I have much to learn in order 
to go beyond the horizons that I knew before, in my work and in my 
life. I also have to learn from my own experience of transformation 
at the base, for myself, my family, and for my ancestors. I have 
observed that the most credible and inspiring monastics are those 
who speak from personal experience and live their path. I probably 
could have studied the Dharma and transformed many of my 
afflictions as a lay practitioner, but now I am free to dedicate my 
whole life to it. I am confident that in time, my vocation of relieving 
suffering will take other forms, and I will be more effective, being 
solidly grounded both in the Dharma and my personal monastic 
experience. To my delight, I am feeling younger and younger 
since ordination, as if the fifteen- and twenty-year-olds in me who 
wanted to embrace the Dharma have finally found what they were 
looking for, despite all obstacles.

I don’t know where the Dharma will take me and what the 
Sangha will call me to do. I don’t think much in those terms. I have 
faith in the Triple Gem, and know that I am on the right path.  

Brother Phap Kinh/Dharma Meridian/Christopher currently lives 
in Upper Hamlet, Plum Village. He is French and American, was 

born and grew up in Juneau, Alaska, and spent most of  his 
adult life in Paris. He loves hiking, singing, cooking, poetry, and 

the Dharma.

Everything I did with the Sangha seemed inexplicably familiar,  

and I began to wonder whether monkhood was somehow in my future—

but soon found obstacles.
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Simple Living
An Interview with Brother Phap Trach

By Sister Chau Nghiem

My family was looking for me and called the police,  

trying to find me. They found me in a casino. 

My family suf fered a lot with this situation.  

That was the turning point in my life.



   the Mindfulness Bell  29

monast ic LIFE

me and called the police, trying to find me. They found me in a 
casino. My family suffered a lot with this situation. That was the 
turning point in my life.

After that situation, Thay led a retreat in Key West, Florida. 
My brother knew Thay and he knew the practice. He took me, and 
my brothers and sister also, to meet with Thay and the Sangha. I 
saw the monks and nuns, and many people practicing. They were 
walking very slowly. The environment was very calm and peaceful. 
I talked with the brothers, and they showed me how to practice.  

Thay and Sister Chan Khong and the brothers and sisters 
were doing a skit about novices sleeping and inviting the bell for 
everyone to wake up. It was wonderful, a real family atmosphere. 
It really inspired me to consider the path, which had been watered 
since childhood. That experience made me want to change my 
life. I really wanted to change the way I was behaving and how I 
consumed things. It influenced my decision to become a monk. I 
tried to practice and it really brought peace and calm in me.

Question: Like sitting meditation?

Brother Phap Trach: I did sitting meditation, walking 
meditation. I read Thay’s books to water the positive seeds in me. 
And that really changed my mind. My body and my mind became 
more peaceful. I saw how the practice really works. I had learned 
many things about the Buddha and how he had all these magical 
powers.  That really didn’t work for me. I wanted to learn more 
about the more human aspect of the Buddha, because this is what 
inspired me and made me want to become a monk.

I really wanted to do the practice. I hadn’t really aspired to do 
something in life before this. I see that in many people in society, 
who have nothing to do, who may be lost in life. Maybe they need 
a path also. I felt that if I went on the path I would have a chance 
in life, and then other people would have a chance, too—many 
young people who didn’t know what to do with their lives.  

Question: What was the most difficult thing to give up when 
you became a monk?

Brother Phap Trach: The habit of looking for entertainment.  
Growing up in America, we’re always bombarded with entertain-
ment—video games, movies, and things like that. I used to go to 
a movie every weekend. I think that energy was really strong in 
me, looking for entertainment. Becoming a monk, in my novice 

Question: Thank you, Brother, for taking this time. Can you share 
some of your early childhood experiences of spirituality, Bud-
dhism, or mindfulness? What experiences or conditions watered 
your seed of becoming a monk?

Brother Phap Trach: When I was little, my mother always 
took me to the temple. When I, my father, and my brother left 
Vietnam on a boat, we went to Hong Kong. My father was very 
religious, very active in the Buddhist Scouts, so he helped to start 
a Buddhist Scouts in Hong Kong for the Vietnamese refugees, 
and he always took us to the temple. It was a Chinese temple, 
but we’d do Vietnamese-style chanting. For three years, every 
Sunday, we took the bus and the train to the mountain, very high 
in the mountain. We had to climb a thousand steps. When you’re 
little the steps are huge. That was when I was about six, seven 
years old. In my childhood, there were always monks coming to 
stay in our house. I think they watered our seeds. When I looked 
at them they were very free. They didn’t have so many worries. 
I felt very inspired by them. I just liked the way they were. I had 
a thought when I was young: “Well, if I don’t do anything else, 
then I’ll become a monk.”

Question: How old were you?

Brother Phap Trach: I was twelve or thirteen. I thought, “If 
I’m not successful in life, then that’s the way I will go.” Yet there 
was a point when I said, “I will become a millionaire when I turn 
thirty.” You just let life carry you away, and you lose touch with 
your spiritual side. 

After you’ve been through a lot and suffered, you ask yourself, 
“Is there anything else to do in life besides just having a family, 
being successful, going to work, and spending all your time and 
energy trying to be wealthy? Is there anything else?” You hit the 
point where you have suffered enough. There’s something wrong. 
Something is missing in life. You start to think there must be an-
other way of doing things. There was a point where I gave up. I 
didn’t really have a path, a direction. I became depressive. On the 
weekend I partied or went to casinos. I was wasting my time and 
energy. I broke up with my girlfriend. She was concerned about 
me. I wasn’t happy with myself. So I escaped into entertainment, 
gambling, and unwholesome activities. 

One day I ran away from home. I didn’t want to go home; 
I didn’t want to face my difficulties. My family was looking for 

Q
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year, I always looked for entertainment. It’s still there, but it’s not 
strong. There’s nothing wrong with entertainment, but you need 
to channel it into a wholesome direction.

Question: Which practices do you find the most natural and 
rewarding for you, and which practices do you find the most dif-
ficult and challenging?

Brother Phap Trach: Breathing and walking meditation are 
very basic, profound practices. The practice of being in touch with 
our body is so important. Wherever I am, I come back to my body. 
When I am able to do that, I can touch the present moment. It starts 
right there. At that moment, we have a chance to look at ourselves. 
We see our environment. We can release whatever is in our mind. 
We just come back to our breathing. It’s very profound to practice 
constantly dwelling in the present moment, being happy with that 
moment. Whatever will happen, or has happened, it’s not a big deal 
anymore when we’re with ourselves, when we’re with our body. 
It’s very nice, the feeling of being there, happy with being alive, 
happy with what we have. It’s very profound. 

Yet, the hardest practice is the simplest practice. I constantly 
have to remind myself, “You don’t have to look for something 
extraordinary, but just enjoy the ordinary.” This is the most difficult 
thing to do, because our mind is a monkey mind, always looking 
for something difficult and extraordinary. This habit can sometimes 
make us lose our mind; we lose ourselves. I always remind myself, 
“You have what you need right here. Doing what you’re doing right 
now is a wonderful thing.” Thay always reminds us to do that.

Question: In 2008, Thay asked you to come to the EIAB to 
be abbot of the brothers’ Sangha. How did you feel when he asked 
you to do this? 

Brother Phap Trach: I like adventure, so I just try to accept 
whatever comes, and take it as a learning opportunity. “Abbot” is 
just a label for me. Someone needs to take that label on. It’s like 
someone gives us a name, and we take that name. “Okay, I’ll take 
that name, to be there.” But living in the Sangha, I can just be 
myself. I contribute whatever I can, whether that role is an abbot 
or just a brother. I do what I can do. 

Question: You don’t feel some pressure inside that you’re 
the abbot and you have to do things a certain way? Do you feel it 
somehow constricts you?

Brother Phap Trach: It’s a challenge to take on that label, 
because even though I don’t expect much from myself, other 
people expect things from me, whether the expectations are said 
out loud or not. The practice is to hold those expectations and 
accept them as they are, and try to do the best I can to fulfill 
them. If I cannot do more, then I accept my limitation. That’s my 
practice. If I don’t have any challenges, then I will not grow. It’s 
good to have challenges. 

As a monk, I have moved around a lot, always traveling, 
going here and there. Being an abbot helps me to settle, to stay. 
It’s an advantage and it’s a lesson for me. I enjoy it. It also makes 
my commitment stronger, to be in one place. It helps me to be 
more responsible in the Sangha, just to be here, to take that label. 
It drives me to do better, to learn more, to invest more into the 
Dharma, to help the young people. 

Question: I’m wondering if there’s a time when you had 
something in mind that you wanted to do, just as Brother Phap 
Trach, but then because you’re also abbot, you decided to do it 
differently. 

Brother Phap Trach: I really like to travel with the large 
Sangha, to be able to hop from monastery to monastery, and 
not stay in one place for a long time. It’s like when we want to 
do something, or go somewhere, and then we have to stay put. 
It really brings up challenges in our mind. Like, “I’m supposed 
to go; I deserve to go on that trip.” But just being, just staying, 
helps. We don’t have to go. We don’t have to be with Thay to be 
happy. We don’t have to travel to Asia to be happy. We don’t have 
to do the things that we think we need to do. We can be happy 
here, too. We can always find the present moment pleasant. When 
we accept something, then new doors open to our mind. We can 
enjoy the new things. 

Question: What have you learned in the last three years at 
the EIAB about Sangha building and how best to support yourself 
and others on the path?

I constantly have to remind myself, “You don’t have to look for something 

extraordinary, but just enjoy the ordinary.”



photo by Sal Aridi
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Brother Phap Trach: I think I’ve grown a lot in learning to 
be patient and accepting what comes. It takes a lot of time to adapt 
to a new environment, a new culture, new brothers and sisters. It 
teaches me to be patient; it tells me, “You have to let yourself adapt 
to the environment. You have to be patient with your brothers and 
sisters; they also need time to adapt to the new environment. They 
have difficulties to transform. You have to accept them as they are.” 
Everything takes its time to change, to adapt. It’s more like adapta-
tion than change. Like ants—when their organization is disturbed, 
they need time to reestablish it again. In the beginning, we didn’t 
know what to do and how to structure our Sangha, but when we 
allow enough time and space things take care of themselves. 

Question: What are some particular things that you’ve had 
to adapt to here in Germany, in the town of Waldbrol, in this big 
building, with its tragic past? 

Brother Phap Trach: When we become a monastic, we want 
to live in a simple, secluded place. There was my idea: “Become 

a monk—simple place.” Coming here, my ideas changed. Even 
though I still live very simply, I learned that simple living is not 
dependent on the place we live. Simple living is more about our 
attitude and our way of being. Even though the building is very 
big and special, like a castle, and we are next to the city, it doesn’t 
make us more glamorous. To keep a simple attitude, a simple 
life, is challenging, but it makes our practice more solid to deal 
with the suffering that was here in the past. We come here and 
we slowly change the past. Monks and nuns are living here now. 
This energy is coming into that past, and it really changes people’s 
way of seeing this place. I think it’s very good. I think in the long 
run, we’re creating a wonderful, nice history for this place. It was 
bad at one time. But we re-create that part. Now it’s something 
wonderful, and many people benefit from us being here.  
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My aspiration is to make everything I do a prayer; as beautiful, 
wonderful, concentrated, full of love, and joyful as prayer. When 
I walk, when I eat, when I breathe, when I open the door, when 
I speak: prayer.

In our tradition at Plum Village we don’t use the word “prayer” 
much; we like “mindfulness” more. I think many people might not 
like the word “prayer” so much these days—it feels like a struggle, 
an obligation, or something irrational. But I think mindfulness is 
the energy of prayer. Can we restore our understanding of prayer 
as an act of love?

I don’t know if it’s just monastic life that is the life of prayer. 
I’m sure that married life and other ways of life can just as easily be 
lives of prayer. And who’s to say that making love is not a prayer? 
It must be a most holy prayer. Why have we monks committed not 
to celebrate this kind of prayer? Our celibacy is sacred. It seems 
that everything we do must become as sacred as making love, or 
even more sacred.  

There is a place where all prayers become one prayer. We live 
our lives for that. Perhaps we abstain from this one, most sacred 
act of prayer, so that all of our actions can become as sacred as 
this. So that in every moment we give birth to the energy of love, 
to new bodhisattvas everywhere. Saving, healing. Offering that to 
each other, to everyone. 

I see that there are so many young people searching for 
meaning, for beauty, for the sacred. So many are searching for 
meaning and fulfillment in sex. But modern people have lost the 
sacredness of sexuality. How can we bring it back? I want to tell 
young people, “It’s okay not to have sex.” I think that is essential if 
we want to really discover the miracle, the joys and the suffering, 
the life and the mystery, of our own sexuality. That is also part 
of my vow—to help others make life beautiful, to discover life. 
To find freedom from desire so that everything, even the most 
mundane things, can become holy.  

I was walking along the path with a brother on the last day of 
the Winter Retreat. “What the heck is monastic life?” I asked. “I 
don’t know!” Came the reply. Exactly. We don’t know. We love, 
we don’t know, we grow, we abandon everything. We are pruned 
and cut back and burned by mysterious fires within us and around 
us. We feel pressure, strain, like stalks pushing to break through 
the soil. We pull each other, we push each other, we lift each other. 
Reaching for the light. It can be so joyful. It can be so painful. It 
looks different all the time. We cut through our perceptions, or 
we let them dissolve, waver, dance. Then suddenly, everything 
looks completely different. Monastic life is always changing. Like 
winter into spring. 

Monastic life is not about “I.” It is “we.” “I” have a long way 
to go down this path of “we.” But there is plenty of time. Every 
day is a miracle. Every day is a chance to love, to look with eyes 
of compassion, to be broken, to be healed, to learn, to let go of 
everything, to learn new ways of being, to pray one prayer. 

Brother Phap Man lives in Plum Village.

MHow 
Many 
Ways 

Can You 
Pray?

By Brother Phap Man
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One day quite some time ago, I had a realization. It was like a sweet 
voice from deep inside, my heart’s song, my deep aspiration. The 
message was simple: I want to live a life and have a livelihood 
that make me happy to get up in the morning, every morning. This 
was long before I was introduced to the gatha, “Waking up this 
morning, I smile. Twenty-four brand new hours are before me. I 
vow to live fully in each moment, and look at beings with eyes 
of compassion.” 

The first time I had the idea of becoming a monk, I was 
practicing at the Tushita Meditation Center in Dharamsala, India, 
in the fall of 2001. I was staying at the Tibetan retreat center with a 
friend from Germany. We were helping to paint some of the retreat 
huts in the mountains outside McLeod Ganj. Our bodhicitta was 
strong and our inspiration to practice meditation was blooming. But 
still the idea of becoming a monk was just an idea, almost a joke. 

Living Examples
Growing up in Sweden, I had no role models for living a 

spiritual life or practicing chastity, so to be around monastics was 
still very new to me. As I continued to practice during my travels in 
India, I found myself thinking, “If there is no life after this, I can 
just continue the way I live my life already, as I am happy enough. 
But on the other hand, if there is some kind of continuation, I might 
as well become a monastic in this life.” I studied and reflected about 
death and birth during my stay at the Root Institute in Bodhgaya. 
There was no answer, but I was grateful to have a path of practice 
to help me experience and look deeply into life. 

The previous spring in Stockholm, I had struggled with this 
same question. I was in a committed long-term relationship, and 
my partner and I practically lived together. I felt that I had enough 
happiness living that life and that we could be happy together. 
There were challenges, but both of us were ready to help the other 
grow. One day, though, it was clear to me: Happy enough is not 
happy enough! A sense of urgency, a feeling of the vast potential 
of life came up, and I knew I had to continue this path on my own, 
not knowing what to do or where to go. 

I remember that at the age of ten or so, I wanted to become an 
archaeologist. History was my favorite subject in school, thanks 
to an inspiring teacher. Then one day at a relative’s birthday 
party, I met a second cousin who was studying archaeology at 
the university. After talking with her for a while, I decided that 
archaeology seemed pretty boring and I gave up on the idea of 
becoming an archaeologist. Looking into my life in the past and 
present, I see the extent to which I draw from the living examples 
of people around me. 

I eventually decided to study law. I remember the frustration 
I felt at times in law school and later when I was practicing law. 
Many days I did not feel happy to get up in the morning. There 
were elements that I really appreciated and treasured, but as a 
whole I did not feel at home in my studies and way of life; I was 
not arriving in the study and practice of law. I tried to make it work, 
to find a niche of law that was close enough to my passion in life. 

O Waking 
Up  
This 
Morning, 
I Smile
By Brother Phap Ho
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At one point, I did find a position at a nonprofit organization, 
helping people with different legal issues, people that did not 
otherwise have access to the rights and services they really 
needed. This position, the people working there, and the spirit of 
the organization were all very appealing, and you know what? I 
got the job. A week or so before I was due to start, though, the 
manager called me with some bad news. Due to budget cuts in 
the organization, the position that I was to step into had been 
eliminated. At the time, I really felt that this was terrible and that 
I had lost something, but looking back I recognize that had I been 
able to actually step into that position, it would have taken me much 
longer to get to the profession I really want to devote this life to.

I remember very clearly the day I first saw Thay practicing 
walking meditation. The voice from deep inside said, “I want 
to be able to walk like that!” A living example had once again 
spoken to me. I stayed in the Upper Hamlet of Plum Village for 
six months before my reasoning mind was ready to accept the idea 
of becoming a monk. Eventually it was time to step into freedom. 

A Vocation That Brings Joy
In the Discourse on Happiness, the Buddha states that to 

have a vocation that brings you joy is the greatest happiness. 
After I had been living at Deer Park for about nine months, my 

brothers suggested that I become the work co-coordinator for the 
2006-2007 Winter Retreat. I found much joy in this responsibility 
and enjoyed making announcements, leading gatherings, etc. But 
many mornings I was not very happy to wake up. I was receiving 
many ideas for projects from different brothers, and I did not see 
a way to realize many of them. I felt too responsible to let go of 
these projects. Today, four years later, some of them still have 
not manifested. When conditions are sufficient, things manifest. 

You know what? In living and practicing, I feel that I am 
an archaeologist, discovering layer upon layer of habit energies, 
ancestors, joy, and peace. The path of meditation is a path of 
investigation and discovery. Living in the Sangha, we also walk 
the path of service, offering the opportunity for many people to 
come and practice, to discover their rights as human beings and 
their true nature of happiness and peace. Have any dreams of the 
past really been lost?

Before ordaining and as a novice, we were many times asked 
why we wanted to be monastics. This is a very good question. 
And you can keep asking it, because the answer keeps changing. 
I remember one of the brothers in my ordination family sharing 
that it simply was natural for him to be a monk. Today I could say 
the same. It is not destiny, but the conditions are sufficient for me 
to be a monk. People often ask, “Don’t you miss what you had 
to give up in becoming a monk?” I have not given anything up, 
but I have happily let go of many things along the way. Without 
letting go, how can we be open to receive something new? Our 
potential for joy and peace is so much greater than I could have 
envisioned during my time in India when I reflected on birth and 
death. If I had only one more year to live, I would still do what I 
am doing right now. 

Writing this, I just came back from a five-day camping and 
hiking trip with nineteen of my brothers and sisters here at Deer 
Park. The first morning we had mixed feelings about waking up, 
because the night had been really cold and we had not slept much. 
Coming together in front of the fire, drinking a cup of tea, feeling 
the rays of the rising sun on our faces was so precious that morning, 
thanks to the cold and thick layer of frost of the dark night. So, on 
some days, “Waking up this morning, I smile” is a practice, and 
on some days it is a realization.

How can we express the sweetness of waking up?
The past, present, and future are the three wheels of my 
first bicycle,
my breath a reflection of all my ancestors.
Nothing has been lost, nothing is found, and yet all is 
present.

Brother Phap Ho was born in Stockholm, Sweden, in 
1972. He went to Plum Village for the first time in May 

2002 and never really left. He ordained as a novice 
monk on February 8, 2003. Since February 2006, he 

has been residing at Deer Park Monastery.

One day, though, it was clear to me:

Happy enough is not happy enough!
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On a warm and beautiful spring morning, nature is cheerful, with 
birds singing a happy welcome to the sun that is somewhat shy 
on the eastern horizon. Flowers awaken from their sleep, and 
their petals start to bloom when the warm sunshine greets them. 
Dewdrops freshen the blades of grass, which sway beautifully.

A beautiful plum tree stretches her branches when the wind 
gently blows against her, as if to say “Good morning!” In her 
branches there are not just two or three but thousands of flowers. 
Bees are very happy as they dance and sing among the flowers of 
the plum tree. And the plum tree also sings and dances with the 
bees. All the people who see the plum tree stop to admire it; they 
breathe in mindfulness, and their joy waters the seeds of compas-
sion and love in the plum tree.

The plum tree is always smiling and joyful because she has 
all the happiness she needs. She enjoys every happy moment. The 
love and compassion that she receives gives her spirit energy to 
endure a day that is full of challenges.

Until one day, when her petals start to fall. The plum tree is 
very sad and asks the flowers not to leave her, because without the 
flowers the bees will sing and dance no more and people will not 
stop to enjoy her beauty. The plum tree fears she will feel alone 
and people will no longer give her love and compassion. The plum 
tree does everything she can to keep the flowers from falling ... but 
they just keep falling. The flowers are also very sad. They do not 
want to leave the plum tree, and they try to make her feel better 
by promising to come back again.

As the days pass, the plum tree becomes very sad and cries 
a lot, asking herself why the petals had to fall away and why the 
flowers could not stay forever. When the warm sunshine comes and 
the green leaves dance on her branches and the wind says hello to 

O her, she tries her best to welcome them and enjoy their presence. 
But when the sun sets, the leaves fall asleep, and the wind says 
goodbye, she is sad again. She hopes the flowers will come back 
and make her beautiful so that she can be happy again.

Day after day, the plum tree smiles insincerely until one day a 
few children come close to play. They caress her trunk and sit upon 
her roots. They talk with each other cheerfully as they point to her 
branches. The plum tree didn’t realize until that moment that her 
leaves were wonderfully shady and that the flowers she grieved for 
had transformed into a sweet fruit. The plum tree smiles lovingly 
as she greets the leaves and fruit upon her branches. Aware of the 
beauty of the fruit upon her, she realizes that the flowers never 
left her, that the flowers are always with her, only now they have 
manifested in the form of sweet fruit. She realizes that the flowers 
were impermanent and, thanks to this impermanence, the fruit that 
she now bears has had a chance to manifest in the plum tree’s life. 
If the petals had not fallen, there would be no fruit present in her.

After this realization, the plum tree understands that the 
leaves, flowers, and fruit are not 
separate from her: they inter-are 
with her. All things that come and 
go throughout life offer beauty, 
if only we can open our eyes and 
hearts to see it. 

Sister Trang Moi Len, True 
Rising Moon, lives in the New 

Hamlet of  Plum Village. Before 
being ordained in Plum Village, 

she practiced with Bamboo Raft 
Sangha in Indonesia.

The Plum Tree
 By Sister Trang Moi Len

photo by Sal Aridi
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Dear Friends,

Auschwitz, the site of the most notorious concentration camp 
in Nazi-occupied territory during World War II, may not sound 
like a vacation destination, but it is a powerful spot for retreat. 
Last summer, my wife Jackie and I joined the Zen Peacemakers 
for a five-day Bearing Witness Retreat at Auschwitz, followed soon 
after with a trip to the European Institute of Applied Buddhism 
(EIAB) where we joined the Living Happily Together Retreat with 
Thay and the Dutch Sangha. 

Bearing witness is an attempt to see all sides with equanim-
ity, surrender attachment and aversion, and embrace the seamless 
nature of all that is. There were no Dharma 
talks or teachers leading our experience in 
Auschwitz; rather, the idea was to be present 
and process the experience personally, arriv-
ing at our own conclusions. On most days 
there was a period of silent meditation and 
chanting the names of the dead, but other 
than that, the idea was to be fully present, 
to “listen” to the voices of the camp and to 
be open to whatever arose. 

As we toured Auschwitz I, the original 
concentration camp that is now a museum, 
I practiced mindfulness to feel my emo-
tions but not drown in them as we viewed 
the gallows, the torture chambers, and the 
buildings where experiments on women 
and twins were performed. I came back 
to my breath as we clustered in a genuine 
gas chamber, holding those who had gone 
before us in our hearts as we said prayers 
for the dead. In stunned silence, I walked out past the large ovens 
in the crematorium room, opening to the inconceivable reality of 
what had transpired in that very place. I made incense offerings at 
various spots throughout the camp, inviting the buddhas and bod-
hisattvas to join in my own acts of healing, purification, and love. 

Walking through rooms filled with artifacts, I tried to remain 
mindful of my breath and grounded on my feet. In truth, I was 
often numb as we passed through rooms full of suitcases, razors, 

D hair brushes, shoes, and children’s clothing. One room was full 
of empty Zyklon B cans. They were not saved as souvenirs; the 
machinery of death was working so fast there was no means to 
get rid of all the evidence. These exhibits are stored behind glass 
and felt impersonal to me until I saw the mountain of human hair. 
Confronted with the relics of the countless dead, I broke down 
sobbing. Here were the remains of actual living beings, many 
of whom were my Jewish ancestors. The deep reality penetrated 
the walls of my defenses, and suddenly it was all very personal.

How Could “I” Do This?
I wondered how “they” could do this. How could people ever 

perpetrate a Holocaust like this or allow it to happen? I heard 
the soft voice of our guide say, “All of this is because somebody 
thought they were better than somebody else.” His words chilled 
me. I realized I am guilty of that, too. I embraced that awareness 
and practiced coming back to my breath. I called on Avalokitesh-
vara. I breathed to soften my heart and cultivate some stability.

Love Letter 
from Auschwitz

By Peter Kuhn

Auschwitz Memorial photo by Peter Kuhn
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Moments later, leaving the buildings in a narrow hall crowded 
with visitors, I grew impatient and irritated with the people ahead 
of me. “What’s wrong with them?” I thought. When someone 
sneezed on me in the passing crowd, I became angry and indignant. 
Breathing in, I recognized the seeds of violence in me; breathing 
out, I realized that I was condemning another man, for nothing 
more than sneezing or slowing the line down. How could “I” do 
this?

We spent the next four days at Auschwitz II, also known 
as Birkenau. The size of a small city, it housed upwards of one 
hundred thousand prisoners at a time during World War II. I was 
surprised by the lush green beauty surrounding the countless rows 
of ruined barracks. I expected bare, fallow ground, but instead, 
noticed birds, grass, flowers, and even deer in the ruins of the 
gas chambers and incinerators. Experiencing a moment of joy, 

I wondered how I could possibly find happiness in such a place. 
How could there be such beauty in a place of such horror? In a 
moment of penetration that reached to my bones, it struck me that 
nothing is either all “this” or all “that.” All dharmas are both this 
and that, defiled and immaculate, as our teachers the Buddha and 
Thay frequently remind us.

In the month prior to the retreat, I had sat with the Bat 
Nha koan that Thay had written, and continued to sit with it at 
Auschwitz. Meditating on the railroad tracks where incoming 
prisoners were unloaded and sorted for work or immediate death, 
I heard an ancient train whistle blow. I touched the part of me that 
is the Nazi officer, pumped up with arrogance and discrimination, 
lusting for power and domination, waiting for the next trainload of 

“sub-humans” to arrive. I touched the shadow of fear and shame 
as the crematoria were shut down every time a plane was flying 
overhead, for fear of discovery. I saw in this historic fact that 
even perpetrators who were convinced they were right knew the 
injustice deep in their heart. 

I also saw myself as a Nazi camp guard, waiting for the same 
train with sadness and dread. I realized the Nazis were victims as 
well. Those who refused to serve were executed; many lived in fear 
for their lives and the safety of their families. Others were victims 
of ignorance, or were swept away in the collective consciousness 
of their time. The quiet voice of humanity was often drowned by 
blind obedience or the rationalized safety of conformity. 

Seeing myself as a prisoner in a boxcar, I thought I would 
commit suicide rather than endure the degradation of the camp. 

Then I realized that if I killed myself, I would destroy my capacity 
to help others and offer even the slightest comfort. I saw myself—
the potential political, religious, or sexual prisoner—as both victim 
and potential victimizer. Succumbing to a survival instinct twisted 
by fear and greed, I could easily have become a kapo, a head of 
prisoners serving as informer and enforcer over other prisoners 
for favor, food, or the hope of another day’s life. I also saw my 
potential as a bodhisattva prisoner, sharing a crust of bread while 
starving, saying a kind word or extending a comforting hand, 
and offering dignity in the face of demoralizing degradation as 
so many reportedly did at that time. Deep in the shadow, I came 
to understand how exquisitely precious even the smallest act of 
kindness can be.

I heard the soft voice of our guide say, “All of this is because 

somebody thought they were better than somebody else.”

Meditation at Auschwitz photo by Peter Kuhn
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Unfathomable Love
The last day at Auschwitz was a peak 

experience for me. As we walked across the 
consecrated ground of the camp, where every 
inch had been kissed by the ashes of cremated 
prisoners, I felt myself walking with all of you, 
my Sangha, at my side. I felt myself walking 
with Thay’s footsteps, and the Buddha breathed 
with my lungs, bringing peace in the midst of 
grief and sorrow. I walked with all my ances-
tors, with Poles, Germans, gypsies and Jews, 
with my spiritual ancestors, and with all of my 
descendants. With mindfulness and concentra-
tion, each step was a blossom of love and for-
giveness. Each step was a moment of exquisite 
healing from the very heart of my practice, 
the fruit of our lineage, and the Plum Village 
tradition. I experienced unfathomable love in 
Auschwitz, the signature of my whole true self. 

A week later, in a Dharma sharing group 
at the EIAB in Germany, someone asked, 
“Why would you go to Auschwitz?” I didn’t 
know how to answer. It became evident to me 
over the next few days: I went to heal. Out of 
the ashes, I came to realize that even what I 
found unacceptable or abhorrent was worthy 
of my compassion. Looking deeply into other, 
I saw self. Listening to the echoes and voices at 
Auschwitz, I heard small silent parts of myself. 
In my outrage, I greeted the tyrant within. In 
my anger at the atrocity, I saw the seeds of war 
in me. Holding grief with warmth, I grew in 
my capacity to love. Embracing intolerance, I 
watered the seeds of understanding and for-
giveness. These insights allowed me to arrive 
at a new standard of tolerance and forgiveness. 
If my compassion could arise at Auschwitz, I 
could certainly offer the same grace at home, 
in the community, or to myself. 

We live in the shadow of World War II. 
Even at the EIAB, we walk in the echoes of 
Nazi jackboots and clacking Gestapo heels, but 
thanks to our teacher, we can add our signature 
with each mindful breath and step, planting 
seeds of peace and harmony.

I see the war’s continuation in Vietnam, 
Bat Nha, Darfur, Tibet, Iraq, Afghanistan, 
Israel, Palestine, Arizona, and in each of us. 
I aspire to hear the voice of judgment with 
soft ears of compassion instead of fear or ar-
rogance. May I remember that in the diversity 
of the all is oneness and in the one is all. 
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I noticed birds, grass, flowers, 

and even deer in the ruins of the 

gas chambers and incinerators.

Peter Kuhn, True Ocean of  Joy, lives 
in San Diego, CA. He coordinates 

“True Freedom: Prison Dharma 
Sharing (pen-pal) Practice” at Deer 

Park and is active with the Prison 
Meditation Project of  San Diego. He 

practices with the Shared Breath 
Sangha in Donovan State Prison 
and the Still Ripening Sangha in 

Escondido. 
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To our respected and beloved teacher, Thay Nhat Hanh, 
and to the stream of ancestral teachers who have preserved and 
transmitted the teachings, we offer an ocean of gratitude.

From Carl 
December 5, 1988 was the coldest, darkest day of my entire life. 
I committed the vile act of murder and was eventually sentenced 
to life in prison. Taking a life never resonated well in my heart 
at all. Because I was raised a Baptist Christian, I knew that for 
forgiveness, I had to sincerely repent and draw closer to God. 
However, during my Christian experience, something didn’t feel 
complete. I began asking questions. Why are we the only ones that 
will be saved when this God comes back and destroys the entire 
earth? You mean to tell me that this great loving Creator gave us 
life and is now saying if you don’t believe in a certain way, he is 
going to destroy us and torture us in a burning hell forever? It 
sounded absurd. So I found the confidence to explore other ways 
of life and tried to find peace in my heart, while being someone 
who could make a positive effect on life. 

That’s when I met a guy named Daniel, sitting outside, 
meditating. He looked so peaceful and serene. Several days went 
by, and I could not forget that look or the feeling I experienced 
when I encountered Daniel. I eventually approached Daniel and 
asked him what he studied and what his way of life was. He said 
Buddhism, and that he was in the process of trying to get a Sangha 
started here at Piedmont Correctional. I didn’t know what in the 
world he was talking about and asked if he had any information 
that would explain. He said, “I have a book that I want you to read. 
Read it and get back with me.” 

The name of that book was Being Peace by Thich Nhat Hanh. 
The book was incredible. Thay offered so many precious jewels 
of wisdom that were simple and liberating. I knew this was what I 
wanted to do. What really sold me is the fact that Thich Nhat Hanh 
says that his teachings are not to fight, kill, or die for. They are 
only a way to develop understanding and compassion. Thich Nhat 
Hanh says if his teachings are for you, then use them, and if they 
are not, then abandon them. Man, what humility, style, and grace.

D

The Joy of 
Practice Cannot 
Be Contained
By Leslie Rawls and Carl Dunlap, Jr.

I have seen tension 

lessen in his face, seen 

him walking mindfully 

and peacefully, and 

heard from those he 

lives with about how 

his practice affects 

others in the prison.
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After reading Being Peace, I asked Daniel how could I be a 
part of this Sangha and be filled with the teachings of liberation. 
Daniel said, “Next week we will be starting a Sangha here and 
Leslie will be coming in to teach.” I went to the meeting and was 
absolutely amazed at Leslie’s composure and sincere compassion 
about humanity. I wanted to cultivate that in my life and be a solu-
tion to suffering and be helpful as well as compassionate to every 
being I encountered. 

After attending meetings for a little over a year, I received the 
Five Mindfulness Trainings in a beautiful transmission ceremony. 
The transmission was very important to me. My family, friends, 
and peers noticed a very big change in my life and I owe it all to 
the practice. Being in the practice taught me to be mindful in all 
my actions, to be aware in each living moment. Because I prac-
tice, people see me as someone who strives to relieve suffering 
in myself and others. 

Never in my wildest dreams could I imagine the effects of 
being mindful about how I ate, breathed, walked, sat, or lay down. 
It is an awe-inspiring experience. Now my daily life, as I practice, 
is filled with being aware and staying in the present moment, never 
worrying, just trying to be present, and taking care of each mo-
ment as situations arise. 

In this dog-eat-dog world, people are motivated by many 
different things, which leads them to be suspicious of true kind-
ness. For example, my job assignment here is commissary clerk 
in the kitchen. The job only requires for me to pass out food, be 
prepared for that day, and keep inventory on the stock. Well, one 
day, I noticed a big pile of pots and pans heaped around the sink. 

My mind immediately went back to something Thich Nhat Hanh 
had said: “When we wash dishes, we are aware that we are washing 
dishes.” I said to myself, “What a perfect time to practice being 
in the present moment and be aware that I am washing dishes.” I 
poured myself into it and experienced the beauty of being there 
and taking my time to wash every pot and pan there, and the ones 
that continued to come. 

About an hour and a half went by and the guy assigned to 
washing dishes came back, expecting to walk into a big load of 
work. To his surprise, everything was caught up and clean. He 
asked, “Which supervisor told you to do that?” I told him nobody 
asked me to do it and I did it on my own. He then asked, “Well how 
much do I owe you, because nobody does anything around here 
for free.” I smiled at him and said, “You don’t owe me anything,” 
as I walked away. Because for me, as I was there in the present 
moment, I imagined myself at Plum Village, serving with my 
brothers and sisters, washing dishes with a big smile on my face. 

Aware that words are just labels and they don’t depict who we 
truly are, I don’t go around with a big sign around my neck saying 
that I am Buddhist. Therefore, it was quite refreshing to encounter 
my next experience. One afternoon, an officer approached me 
and asked me to sit in the infirmary with a man who was dying of 
cancer. The nurses were understaffed and they needed someone 
to just sit in the room with him, in case he tried to get up out of 
bed because he was so weak and he could not walk on his own 
strength without falling down. While sitting in the infirmary with 
him, I thought of impermanence. Old age, sickness, and death are 
certain to come for everyone. Also, I knew it was not a time for 

Thich Nhat Hanh says if his teachings are for you, then use them, and if 

they are not, then abandon them. Man, what humility, style, and grace.

photo by Young Whan Choi
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words so I just simply sat with him and occasionally, he would 
smile. When he spoke, I just listened and let him know that I was 
there for him. 

My daily life consists of practicing the principle of dwell-
ing in the present moment and staying mindful of my breath. 
Throughout the day, I smile and try to handle everything with the 
correct attitude. I’m not always successful, but just being aware 
of the process of unwholesome seeds when they are present helps 
out greatly. My appreciation for the practice is boundless. My 
teacher, Leslie, is a beautiful person who takes the time to teach 
me with compassion. I am truly honored, with much humility to 
be her student and dear brother. 

From Leslie
Our Sangha has supported various inmate North Carolina 

Sanghas for years. For over a decade, the distances kept me from 
participating more than a few times annually. A few years ago 
that changed. Daniel, an inmate I knew from a mountain prison, 
transferred to Piedmont Correctional, about an hour away from 
me. And Daniel began to build a Sangha. I came only a few times 
before going to Plum Village to receive Lamp Transmission. When 
I returned, I was surprised to learn that Daniel had transferred 
out. But Daniel had started the wheel of practice. Our tiny inmate 
Sangha now meets every Monday, thanks to Daniel’s initial push, 
the energy of our practice, and the ongoing support of Chaplain 
Michael Haynes. 

Thirty-nine-year-old Carl has been a Sangha regular since 
we began. Because he is serving a life sentence and North Caro-
lina has abolished parole, we can expect that he may never be on 
the outside. Carl has told me that sometimes he wishes he could 
be outside, so he could visit Plum Village and practice with the 
Sangha. He also recognizes that his practice is very helpful to 
people right where he is. 

In the years since the Sangha began, Carl’s practice has blos-
somed. I have seen tension lessen in his face, seen him walking 
mindfully and peacefully, and heard from those he lives with about 
how his practice affects others in the prison. One Monday when 
Chaplain Haynes was out, another staff member oversaw our small 
group. As we packed away our blankets and inflatable cushions, the 
staff member commented on how peaceful it had been to sit with 
us. (He had been across the room, behind a desk, trying to keep 
his chair from squeaking.) Then, he spoke about Carl, telling me 
that Carl is a source of peace to other inmates, guards, and staff. 
He too had seen the strength of Carl’s practice. Other times, I’ve 
seen Carl listen to Sangha members with a tender heart and respond 
with words of compassion and understanding. His practice offers 
a rare and sorely needed balm for troubled hearts. 

A regular in our Piedmont Correctional Sangha has asked, 
more than once, why I come. I have no words to answer, and 
sometimes tell him, truthfully, that I don’t know. But my heart 
knows that it’s something like this: I come to the prison every 
Monday because transformation is possible through these teach-
ings, because everyone matters, and because transformation, like 
happiness, is not an individual matter. 

I bow with deep gratitude and respect to my brother Carl, to 
the Piedmont Correctional Sangha, and to my venerable teacher, 
Thay Nhat Hanh, whose gifts to us are beyond measure. 

Leslie Rawls, True Realm of  
Enlightenment, is a founding 

member and the Dharma Teacher 
for the Charlotte, North Carolina 
Community of  Mindfulness. She 

received Lamp Transmission 
from Thich Nhat Hanh during the 

2008-2009 Winter Retreat in Plum 
Village. She edited the Mindfulness 

Bell from 1996 to 2001, and 
currently serves on the magazine’s 

Advisory Board. 

Carl Dunlap, Boundless 
Compassionate Heart of  

the Source, was raised 
in Winston-Salem, North 

Carolina. He practices every 
week with the Extended 
Charlotte Community of  
Mindfulness Sangha in 
Piedmont Correctional 

Institute. He is the father of  
two and an aspirant to the 

Order of  Interbeing.

In the Footsteps of the Buddha
and other journeys

Mindfulness Bell 3.5” x 4.75

Pilgrimages with Dharmacharya Shantum Seth 
across India and South Asia

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

Contact us at:

info@buddhapath.com
        info@elevendirections.com

www.buddhapath.com

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

-Thich Nhat Hanh, Zen Master

www.elevendirections.com
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Small Is Beautiful
Old Path Sangha Turns Ten!

By Valerie Brown

Valerie Brown and David Dimmack with Old Path Sangha
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“Building a Sangha is very healing for the world.”   
- Thich Nhat Hanh

On a rainy, cloudy Saturday afternoon in October 2009, friends of 
Old Path Sangha (OPS) gathered for a Day of Mindfulness and to 
reflect on a milestone: the tenth anniversary of the founding of the 
Sangha in New Hope, Pennsylvania. The theme of our anniversary 
celebration was “Healing the World, One Sangha at a Time.”

Old Path Sangha began as Old Path Zendo, which was founded 
by dedicated Order of Interbeing (OI) members Judith and Philip 
Toy. The Toys followed the traditions of Thich Nhat Hanh and 
also had a strong and elegant sitting practice in the Rinzai tradi-
tion. I loved chanting the Heart Sutra in old-fashioned Japanese, 
a practice that has continued at OPS even to this day. 

When the Toys decided to retire in North Carolina to be closer 
to their family, I vowed to keep weekly meditation practices go-
ing at the zendo. Without hesitation, I moved out of my home in 
a nearby town in western New Jersey and moved into the zendo, 
located in a 200-year-old stone farmhouse on sixty acres in Bucks 
County, Pennsylvania. The next year was spent hauling wood from 
the woodshed to the living room to keep a fire going when the 
Sangha came for sitting practice, clearing cobwebs, dusting, scrub-
bing floors, and preparing snacks—all to make whoever showed 
up feel at home. It was simultaneously exhausting and gratifying. 

During that year, I received a deep and profound lesson about 
“protecting the Sangha.” I learned to look deeply at, and to over-
come, my resistance to being committed to the Sangha. I realized 
that commitment—staying with the good and the bad and accept-
ing the way things are—was one of my biggest issues. I felt torn 
by the competing obligations of home, work, family, school, and 
the Sangha. In learning to be there for the Sangha, I learned how 

O to be there for myself and others. I learned the joy of giving, and 
I also learned the necessity of sometimes saying “no,” knowing 
that preserving my energy was an act of self-love. Initially, I found 
this hard to do; my needs for space and rest seemed at odds with 
the Sangha’s survival. I realized, though, that I could be a better 
Sangha member and a healing force in the Sangha by respecting 
my limits and not judging myself; that self-love, at times the hard-
est thing, is the practice of love.    

After a year of juggling graduate school, family obligations, 
and a full-time job as a lawyer-lobbyist, I moved out of the old 
stone farmhouse and back into my home in western New Jersey.  

Finding Home
Once I moved from the zendo, it was time for our group to 

transform. We took the name Old Path Sangha and began to look 
for a home. We found our new home in tiny St. Philip’s Episcopal 
Chapel, located next to a beaver pond and wetlands in the small 
artists’ community of New Hope. The chapel hosts an eclectic mix 
of groups, including the Beaver Pond Poets, AA, a Bible study 
group, and many others. Our relationship with St. Philip’s and the 
current vicar, Rev. Peter Pearson, is a living example of its motto, 
“Radical Welcome.” Once planted at St. Philip’s, our Sangha, a 
tiny seed of hope, slowly began to grow.     

We come to the Sangha with our very busy schedules, fam-
ily obligations, and full-time careers.  Despite the ups and downs 
we have faced over the years—divorce, career changes, sickness, 
the deaths of parents and other family members, and the general 
stuff of life—we hold fast to the belief in the healing power of 



The work of building the Sangha garden, much like cultivating a vegetable and 

flower garden, has been slow and steady, attending to the very foundations 

of the Sangha: understanding and compassion.
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a community united by love. We recognize that we support the 
Sangha and that the Sangha supports us. We cherish the teachings, 
knowing that the fruit of the teachings is an open heart and mind.  

We have relied on the practice of Beginning Anew to resolve 
small and large conflicts that threatened to tear the Sangha apart, 
promoting understanding, the root of love. We have studied the 
Five and the Fourteen Mindfulness Trainings to develop our un-
derstanding of and compassion toward ourselves and others. At 
each Sangha sitting, we share Thay’s inspirational words from his 
many books, and find this especially helpful when one or more of 
us faces life challenges. As a Sangha, we have attended five-day, 
weekend, and day-long retreats, building community and together-
ness. We have shared many, many Sangha potluck gatherings to 
strengthen our bonds of friendship. 

Although we remain small, we have nurtured connections 
with area Sanghas, hosting days of mindfulness throughout the 
Delaware Valley. We are part of an interfaith community in Bucks 
County and have participated in interfaith events with other re-
ligious organizations. Some of our members have realized their 
aspirations to serve the wider Sangha by becoming OI members. 
The work of building the Sangha garden, much like cultivating 
a vegetable and flower garden, has been slow and steady, attend-
ing to the very foundations of the Sangha: understanding and 
compassion.

Over and over, we have agreed to recommit ourselves to the 
Sangha, to come together to practice understanding, peace, and 
compassion, not just in our weekly sessions, but in our jobs, with 
our families, and with others. Over and over as a Sangha, we 
have recommitted ourselves to live our daily life in mindfulness. 
That tiny seed has grown into a healthy plant with deep roots and 
vibrant green leaves that has sustained Sangha members, visitors, 
the New Hope community, and area Sanghas. We have transmit-
ted positive seeds of our practice to all we come in contact with, 
friends and strangers alike.

The Buddha of the  
Twenty-First Century

At our tenth anniversary celebration, Dharma Teacher David 
Dimmack remarked that a Sangha is “revolutionary.” OPS has 
indeed brought about a revolution in the way our Sangha members 
act, speak, and think.

OPS, like any family, has been through many changes. People 
have come and gone. There were times I thought our small, newly 
formed group would not survive. There were times when the 
Sangha felt too tiny to survive. I worried that my energy level and 
the energy of other members were not up to the task of sustaining 
a Sangha. I worried that the many competing obligations of family 
and work would overwhelm our desire to practice in community. 
Settling in the tiny artists’ village of New Hope, the Sangha seemed 
unlikely to find others interested in practice.

In coming to accept the smallness and fragility of the Sangha, 
I have come to understand those parts of myself that are similarly 
small and fragile. The effort of sustaining a small, fledgling com-
munity of practice has allowed me to look directly at my fears, 
my aspirations, and larger societal messages that say “bigger is 
better.” In tending OPS, a tiny Sangha in a tiny chapel in a tiny 
artists’ community, I have been nurtured in very big ways by the 
support of the Sangha. 

Thay has said that the Buddha of the twenty-first century may 
manifest as Sangha. Our Sangha, a tiny yet dedicated core group of 
members, comes together to practice mindfulness as a community 
of love, peace, brotherhood, and sisterhood. Building a Sangha 
takes time. Ten years is just the beginning for Old Path Sangha. It 
is a lotus flower to our community and to the world. 

Valerie Brown, True Power of  the Sangha, is a founding member 
of  Old Path Sangha in Philadelphia.
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Vancouver is preparing for a truly historic event—our beloved 
teacher, Thay, along with forty ordained Sangha members, is com-
ing to give a public talk and lead a retreat in August 2011. We are 
so excited! Situated on the west coast of British Columbia (BC), 
Canada, Vancouver is one of the most beautiful cities on earth. We 
truly feel blessed to host this special event in a city surrounded by 
so much natural beauty—mountains, forests, and the sea. 

Thay was last in BC in 1987, for a small retreat in White 
Rock. His teachings were from the Heart Sutra, and led to his 
wonderful book, The Heart of Understanding. At that retreat, there 
were only eighty-five attendees. Thay was able to connect with 
his students in a far more personal way than he can do today. At 
our retreat this August, we shall be hosting over 800 residential 
guests at the University of British Columbia, with 2,300 attending 
Thay’s public talk. He will definitely not be able to come around 
and correct our sitting postures, as he did in White Rock nearly 
twenty-five years ago!

The Mindfulness Practice Center
The Mindfulness Practice Center (MPC) of Vancouver was 

set up in 1998, after my husband John and I returned from the 
twenty-one-day retreat in Vermont. Thay asked attendees to go 
home and set up non-Buddhist MPCs. Vancouver’s was the second 
in the world, after Pritham Singh’s and Anne Johnson’s lovely 
center in Vermont. 

Over the years, MPC has changed from a fairly structured, 
welcoming space in a nice residential area of the city to a casual, 
friendly drop-in group in the heart of our downtown East Side. 
This area is one of the poorest postal districts in the whole of North 
America. It’s where a large number of homeless folk live, many of 

V

whom are drug users and prostitutes. Because there appears to be 
such helplessness on the streets, it can be a frightening location 
for some people.

A number of Sangha members who used to come to our first, 
more suburban location, now no longer come, mainly because of 
their fears of perceived dangers of the new area.  However Thay 
teaches us that 80% of our perceptions are incorrect! Personally, 
I do not have a problem with our new location, as homeless folk 
give me no reason to be scared. Often they ask for money, possibly 
wanting to purchase their next pack of cigarettes or a bottle from 
the booze shop. I never give cash, always offering instead to go 
and buy a coffee with a sandwich.  

Having the Sangha meet in this area makes me much more 
grateful for all the gifts I have in my life: a solid, supporting family, 
a roof over my head, and food on my table.  It helps reinforce one 
of my daily practices of gratitude, the first always being: “Today I 
am grateful for my life and breath.” Without these two gifts I could 
no longer be grateful for everything else in my life.

Growing Our Practice
A very deep practice also comes with our preparation for 

the upcoming retreat, which requires a lot of hard work from a 
number of very generous and kind volunteers. When I was a very 
new Order of Interbeing member, a wonderful senior practitioner 
told me how family was her hardest practice. Well, my practice 
and our committee’s practice have been stretched, sometimes to 
the limit, as old habit energies come up—unfortunately the ones 
we don’t admire in ourselves. My volunteer family is stretching 
my practice and helping it grow on a daily basis. I have to thank 
all of my dear volunteers for this; they are indeed the flowers in 
my garden, helping me to pull out the weeds in my mind.

This process has been greatly helped by the kind leadership 
of several of Thay’s senior monastics. The main direction for our 
mindful decision-making has come from our liaisons with some 
amazing monks and nuns in Deer Park. We could never have done 
any of this work without their tremendous loving kindness! We 
have also received great joy and nourishment from the volunteers 
within our larger Northwest Pacific Sangha, and I give them a deep 
bow of gratitude.

Fo r  d e t a i l s  ab o u t  t h e 
Vancouver retreat, please visit 
www.tnhvancouver2011.org. 

Jeanie Seward-Magee, True 
Virtue and Gratitude, B.S.W., 

resides with her husband John on 
Bowen Island, British Columbia. 

She is a writer of  newspaper 
articles and books, and a Mindful 

Way Course presenter.

Stretching Our 
Practice

Vancouver Prepares for 2011 Retreat

By Jeanie Seward-Magee
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A Hawaiian Retreat Center
in the tradition of  
Thich Nhat Hanh

REFUGE OF THE HEART

Property Manager / Caretaker 
Seasonal one to six month positions available.
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When we train as a monastic we have the opportunity to find the 
root of our freedom, solidity, joy and happiness, and to help our 
society. When we ordain and wear the brown robe, we learn to cut 
through our illusions and our afflictions. We learn to transform 
our deepest suffering into a bright future and into an even brighter 
present. In this process of knowing ourselves and facing our dif-
ficulties, we will also learn how to change our society into one 
that is more compassionate, understanding, and happy. This is a 
natural process, because as we discover the root of virtue in our 
own life, we will also be able to help other people to stop creating 
suffering for themselves and for the world.

Five years of monastic training is a great chance for you to 
learn how to live your life meaningfully, to discover brotherhood 
and sisterhood, and to make possible right here and right now the 
social change we have always dreamt about. Tasting the simple life 
of a monk or a nun and cultivating your spiritual life, you will be 
able to assist your elder brothers and sisters in organizing retreats 
and events all over the world. You will be able to share your practice 
and transformation and help a great number of people. When we 
let go of the pursuit of wealth, power, and sensual pleasures, and 
put on the brown robe, we do not need to wait five years to be able 
to help people. Right from the first day, we inspire those around 
us by simply walking with mindfulness, solidity, and freedom.

Basic Requirements:
Age from 17 – 32.  If you are under 18, you must have the consent 
of your parents.

Single or divorced.  Your relationships with those close to you are 
settled, and your decision is in harmony with them, so that they 
will not be an obstacle to your training as a monastic.

No incurable disease or serious medical condition. Your mental 
stability and physical health should be sound enough not to be an 
obstacle for your training and for that of the community. 

No debt or financial ties. As monastics we take refuge in the Sangha, 
and do not have debt or hold bank accounts and/or credit cards. 

Commitment to study, practice, and serve. Our training is to flow 
as a Sangha. You commit to learn how to practice as a community 
and to follow the guidance of the Sangha, including attending all 
Sangha activities. 

Letting personal possessions go. As part of your training you will 
be asked to release items such as laptops, cellphones, etc. and to 
come into the community with your hands empty.

Family visit. You can visit your blood family members for fourteen 
days after training for two years as a novice. You can keep in contact 
with them by writing letters and calling them from time to time.

Come to any of our centers in the U.S., France, Germany, 
and Thailand and practice as a retreatant for two weeks before 
inquiring about the program. 

Please visit www.plumvillage.org for a more detailed 
description of  the Five-Year Monastic Training Program.

W Step into 
Freedom and 
Taste True 
Happiness
Five-Year Monastic Training  
and Service Program
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One 
Buddha Is 
Not Enough
A Story of Collective 
Awakening

By Thich Nhat Hanh 
and the Monks and 
Nuns of Plum Village

Parallax Press, 2010

Paperback, 216 pages

Reviewed by Rasoul 
Sorkhabi

In August 2009, more than nine hundred people gathered 
at the YMCA of the Rockies in Estes Park, Colorado, for 
a five-day retreat with Thich Nhat Hanh, entitled “One 
Buddha Is Not Enough.” I was one of them. Many of us 
had read Thay’s inspiring books or heard his lectures, 
and we were looking forward to seeing and hearing him 
in person. 

That first evening, we learned that Thay would not attend 
because he was hospitalized in Massachusetts, where 
he had led a retreat the week before. Many participants 
were disappointed, but they also appreciated the situation. 
Over the next four days, the retreatants as well as the co-
ordinating monks and nuns made the retreat a delightful 
experience for all. Every day we listened to Dharma talks 
and chants, ate our food mindfully, and sat and walked in 
the silence of mindfulness. An account of our experience 
has been published in this elegant volume. 

The book consists of an introduction about the Colorado 
retreat (“The Miracle of Sangha”), nine chapters by 
the monks and nuns (texts of their Dharma talks at the 
retreat), an excerpt from the hospital diary of one of the 
monks who accompanied Thay (“You Continue in Us”), 
two letters from Thay that were read to retreat participants, 
and a final chapter written by Thay (“We Have Arrived, 
We Are Home”). Reflections and remarks by retreat 
participants are included, giving a people’s voice to the 
book. Overall, this is a carefully crafted, absorbing read. 
Happily, the book preserves the sense of humor that was 
present at the retreat. 

There is something profound about the title One Buddha 
Is Not Enough. “In order to save our planet Earth,” Thay 
has said, “we must have a collective awakening. Individual 
awakening is not enough. That is why one Buddha is not 
enough.”  

joy of  PRACTICE

On the Road with 

Thich Nhat Hanh 
A documentary about monks and nuns on 
tour with Zen Master Thich Nhat Hanh

Twenty-five hundred years ago the Buddha walked the length and 
breadth of India, sharing the Dharma and the way of compassion 
and freedom. In 2011 the monks and nuns of Plum Village will 
take to the road with the same goal in mind, but this time using 
planes, trains, automobiles, social networking, and mobile phones. 

Traveling to the U.S. with Thay and the monastic delegation, a 
team of filmmakers will experience the tour side by side with these 
monks and nuns, creating a unique feature-length documentary 
to share the real lives of monastics in the Plum Village Tradition: 
their stories as young people with aspirations, hopes, and dreams; 
their trials and challenges along with their joys in the practice. By 
following Thay and the monastics of Plum Village from large-scale 
public talks and retreats to personal encounters, we will gain a 
rare insight into the deep teachings of a true modern Zen Master. 

From the natural beauty of sunny Southern California to the 
swamps of Mississippi, from the Rocky Mountains to Manhattan, 
this will be a road movie like no other! The film will be directed 
by Max Pugh, a young filmmaker with a track record of award-
nominated films. The making of the film and its content will be 
guided by Plum Village monastics.

The filmmakers want you to get involved! They are conducting 
a campaign to raise $30,000 to cover production costs. They are 
offering a unique opportunity to become part of this extraordinary 
film. To see all the wonderful things offered in exchange for your 
support, go to http://www.indiegogo.com/tnh. 
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media REVIEW

Colors of 
Compassion
Teachings of  
Thich Nhat Hanh

A film by Eloise de Leon

Running time: 50 minutes

2011

Reviewed by Angela Dews

Filmmaker Eloise de Leon promises Colors of Compassion 
will be a cinematic retreat. It is that. In this documentary that 
chronicles Thich Nhat Hanh’s 2004 People of Color Retreat, 
we walk with our teacher through Deer Park Monastery’s 
tawny landscape. The camera pans and then stops. We breathe. 
We hear a bell, a bird. 

Thay says, “. . . the act of making a step is an act of freedom, 
an act of liberation. You liberate yourself, you liberate your 
ancestors. It’s an act of revolution.” Retreatants also connect 
the practice to freedom, and express their willingness to be 
present: “All you’ve got to say is Shakyamuni Buddha taught 
liberation and we’re there.”

Those who speak on camera identify themselves as Mexican, 
African American, Vietnamese, and mixed with other cultures 
and nationalities. They share why they came and where they 
came from: “We can feel that we know our parents and our 
ancestors, and still we ask the question, who am I?” “The 
color of our skin or what we are categorized as, it doesn’t 
make us. If we are not skillful, it can confine us.” “How to 
not abandon our communities and be a mindful social activist 
is the crucial question for our liberation.” Their stories also 
answer questions some might have about a retreat for people 
of color. Why do we need such a retreat? Why might someone 
like me need the Dharma? 

The filmmakers skillfully balance talking and stillness in 
wonderful scenes: Thay teaches interbeing to a room full of 
brothers and sisters—some in robes and some not—in the 
Ocean of Peace meditation hall; and, at the end of the film, 
during an extraordinary celebration, many receive the Five 
Mindfulness Trainings and their Dharma names. Perhaps 
some will find their way through this film into practice, and 
others will appreciate the vibrancy of people of color, who 
may have been invisible until now, in their own Sanghas. 

                                               

The Ten 
Oxherding 
Paintings
Zen Talks by Thich 
Phuoc Tinh

Edited by Karen 
Hilsberg

Translated by Sister 
Dang Nghiem

Jasmine Roots Press, 
2011 

Reviewed by David 
Percival, True 
Wonderful Roots

The Ten Oxherding Paintings have helped Zen students con-
ceptualize the path to enlightenment for almost one thousand 
years. Attributed to Kuoan Shiyuan, a Chinese Zen master, 
they depict a young child (the spiritual seeker) searching for 
an ox (the true self) and his eventual attempts to control it.

In this fresh look at familiar teachings, Venerable Thich Phuoc 
Tinh doesn’t waste any time; he confronts us with the simple 
truth: “the joy, the enlightenment, the nirvana, all those things 
are already within us.” The ox is not somewhere else; it just 
appears that way to the confused child who continues to 
search. When I began practicing, I also spent too much time 
searching outside of myself—for teachers, retreats, books, 
etc. I didn’t understand about coming back to the beautiful 
island within myself. Only later did I discover the space of 
mindfulness that was always here in my body and my mind.

As he explains the Ten Oxherding Paintings, the Venerable 
gives us the immediate realization that we are already riding 
on the ox—we already are what we’re seeking. We simply need 
to stop, come back to ourselves, and realize our true nature of 
recognition and awareness. By cultivating mindfulness and 
living constantly with our true nature, we’ll recognize the 
impermanent and fleeting nature of our feelings and percep-
tions. Instead of being caught up in our mental stress, we’ll 
dwell in the beautiful space of emptiness, “no longer caught 
by the self or the ego.” 

This beautiful book is an inspiration and a call for practitioners 
to dwell in the energy of mindfulness, and to understand that 
“the Buddha is right here in our bodies, in our sadness, and 
in our anger.”

There is truly nowhere to go and nothing to search for. What-
ever we have been looking for has always been right here, 
inside of us. We can enjoy these profound teachings, enter 
the mind of our wonderful teacher, Venerable Thich Phuoc 
Tinh, and dwell in the Buddha nature that has always been 
within us.
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