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Dear Thay, dear Sangha,

Last year, Parallax Press published Mindful-
ness in the Garden: Zen Tools for Digging 
in the Dirt, written by my partner Zachiah 
Murray. Several Sanghas invited Zachiah 
to come and share about the book, so we 
traveled to visit them. Even though we were 
far from home, we felt immediately embraced. Strangers became friends 
with whom we had heartfelt conversations—the kind you have with a 
trusted confidante. I was awed by the realization that we could visit any 
Sangha in the world and find this warm feeling of family, of homecoming.

Thay tells us that our true home is always available, right here within 
us. As we see in this issue of the Mindfulness Bell, we share this under-
standing of home with friends across the globe. These pages take us to 
places that may be foreign to us—Bhutan, Malaysia, Hong Kong, Mexico, 
New Zealand, Australia—and in each place, we find friends whose lives 
are lit up with mindfulness. Their stories transport us outward to new terri-
tory, and inward to our growing compassion as we walk the path together.

While this magazine continues to be a gathering place for Sangha 
insights and joys, the MB family is transforming behind the scenes. Two 
beloved Advisory Board members, Jack Lawlor and Barbara Casey, 
have stepped down from the board in order to focus on other Sangha 
commitments. We are deeply grateful for their many years of faithful 
leadership and we honor their continued service to the Sangha. We’re so 
happy Barbara is still supporting the MB with her copy editing expertise. 

The Advisory Board is delighted to welcome a new member, Bran-
don Rennels. Brandon’s experience in management consulting and his 
current role as International Wake-Up Coordinator are just a couple of 
the reasons we are thrilled to have him. He has already begun to open 
channels between the MB and young people in the Wake Up Movement.

The MB website is evolving, too. Webmaster Brandy Sacks and 
volunteer Sandra Duban are converting our online archive to html format. 
Soon, the treasure of past issues’ Dharma talks and articles will be easier 
to access, with a place for you to post responses and insights. 

If you feel nourished and supported by these pages, we ask you to go 
to www.mindfulnessbell.org and make a donation to keep the MB flourish-
ing. Donations make it possible for us to provide free subscriptions for 
prison inmates, many of whom have no other source of Dharma teachings 
or Sangha connection. Your support is the sustenance of this magazine, 
which offers deep nourishment for practitioners all over the world. 

May this issue inspire us to go wide and deep: to stretch outward 
and build Sangha in new ways, to cross thresholds and forge connections, 
and to look far into ourselves and nurture the seeds of compassion we 
find there.

With love and gratitude,

Natascha Bruckner
True Ocean of Jewels



Dear Editor,

I love the magazine and the articles always feed my meditation 
practice. I have plans to find a center in Thich Nhat Hanh’s tradi-
tion and hopefully stay on the path and deepen my practice. I can’t 
tell you how much I appreciate your generosity by giving us these 
free subscriptions. I always give my copy to other Buddhists on the 
compound and then it ends up in the library so future followers may 
also enjoy your wonderful magazine and develop and deepen their 
practice as it has done for me. I thank you and send all my blessings.

Gassho,
Robbie Jinson

Zephyrhills Correctional Institution, Florida

Dear Thay and dear Sangha,

Thank you for publishing your lifeline to Buddhist practice. 
The minute I take it from my mailbox I am awakened with joy! In 
the Autumn 2012 issue, you published a beautiful article by Eveline 
Beumkes about Sister Chan Khong. Included was an explanation 
of a “hugging meditation,” which inspired me to begin two more 
meditations. One is the “bus meditation.” As I enter the bus I breathe 
in, recognizing the Buddha nature of driver and all passengers. Then 
I breathe out, sending them respect and love. I continue this on the 
ride; it completely relaxes the judgment and sadness that enter my 
mind otherwise. Recently I have had to visit quite a few hospitals to 
see relatives and friends, and doctors’ offices and labs for my own 
health. I began to do a “hospital meditation” in them while I entered, 
rode elevators, walked corridors, or sat in waiting rooms. I breathe 
in, taking on the fear and pain. As I breathe out, I send every being 
in my path a white light of healing and peace. There is no room for 
sadness in my heart as I do this practice over and over. I am so grate-
ful to Thay for this, and for his many years of teaching and practice.

Sincerely,
Linda Lewis

San Diego, California

Dear Editor,

I just want you to know what a wonderful, nourish-
ing gift the latest issue has been for me. When it arrived 
last week, I thought, “Oh! They sent me a copy of the last  
issue. Darn!” Of course, on a closer look, I saw that the articles and 
pictures of Plum Village were for an entirely new issue! Here’s the 
good part. As I looked at the pictures and articles, and enjoyed my 
breath, I had this wonderful experience of actually being transported 
to Plum Village again, and being in touch with the energies of the 
wonderful “Science and the Buddha” retreat last summer. As I told 
my buddy and Sangha cohort Dat, I feel as if Plum Village is my 
spiritual home. When I’ve needed, I have been able to visualize my-
self walking to the Upper Hamlet Meditation Hall, and the energy 
of all that is PV is instantly available and I feel peace. 

A Lotus and a Big Smile to You,
Bayard Walker, Immeasurable Treasure of the Heart

From the Land of Hurricane Sandy

Letters

LETTERS
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W ithout  the Sangha,  even  

the Buddha cannot do much.  

That is why after enlightenment, 

the first thing he thought of was 

to go and identify elements of his 

Sangha.

Thay: Today is the 24th of July, 2012, and we are in the Upper 
Hamlet of Plum Village during our third week of the Summer 
Opening. We are celebrating the thirtieth anniversary of Plum 
Village.

Today we have a session of questions and answers. We know 
that a good question will help many people. A good question has 
to do with our practice, with our difficulties, with our suffering, 
with our happiness, with our experience. That is why we should 
ask a question of our heart, a question that has been there for a 
long time. 

Child: If you just moved into a new school, and you’re find-
ing it hard to make new friends, how can you make new friends?

Thay: If you’ve just moved to a new school, that is very 
exciting. Many things will happen and you will have to be ready 
to encounter new events and new friends. Don’t worry. Just al-
low things to happen. New friends will come to you if you are 
ready. Just practice pebble meditation, breathing in and out, to 
help yourself relax. It’s like when you go to the mountains for a 
vacation and there are many beautiful trees and flowers that you 
have not seen before. You will be happy to see them. You cannot 
predict what you will see, but you know that you will see many 
beautiful things, animals, vegetables, and minerals. Going to a 
new school is like that. There will be many new things that can 
make us happy. So don’t worry. Prepare yourself. Tell yourself, 
“I am going to have new friends. And I allow it to happen. I don’t 
have to choose.”

That girl that you will meet will be a good friend of yours, 
or not a good friend of yours: that depends on you. She might be 
very lovable. The way you look at her, the way you talk to her, can 
make her even more lovable. If that person is not very lovable, 
your way of looking and smiling can make her more lovable. So 
it depends on us also, not only on them.

We wish you a lot of luck and success, and maybe next year 
you will come to Plum Village and report to us how things are 
with the new school, okay? Remember. Thank you.

Adult: If there is no such thing as death, then why is it wrong 
to kill?

Thay: Very good question! When you want to kill, when you 
think that you can kill, you have wrong perceptions. Suppose you 
want to kill a cloud, because you don’t know that a cloud can never 
die. A cloud can only become snow or rain. So the willingness to 

T

kill is a kind of energy characterized by ignorance, wrong percep-
tion, anger, and violence. That is why the act of killing is wrong. 
It is wrong because it does not have intelligence, wisdom. It has 
a lot of violence and suffering. Even the idea before the act of 
trying to kill is already wrong. What is wrong can bring a lot of 
suffering. Not to the other person, but to ourselves. 

The person who killed Martin Luther King, the person who 
killed Mahatma Gandhi, the person who killed John F. Kennedy, 
the person who killed Jesus Christ, they were people who suffered 
a lot. They had a lot of anger, of fear, of violence, because they 
had a lot of ignorance and wrong perceptions. They thought they 
could kill. You cannot kill Martin Luther King. He becomes very 
strong after your attempt to kill him. Martin Luther King is now 
stronger than before. 

Suppose you want to kill a cloud. How can you kill a cloud? 
Your attempt to kill someone, to destroy someone, will only lead 
to your suffering. That is why we have to touch the true nature of 
no-birth and no-death.
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Someone who commits suicide brings a lot of suffering. He 
thinks that he can kill himself, but the fact is that he cannot. His 
attempt to kill himself makes him suffer more and makes people 
around him suffer more. You cannot die and you cannot kill 
someone. Mahatma Gandhi is still alive and is very strong now. 
He is in every one of us. Martin Luther King, also; Jesus Christ, 
also; the Buddha, also. 

The willingness to kill is suffering because it has ignorance, 
anger, and violence in it. Modern science agrees with the Buddha 
that you cannot kill anything; you cannot make anything disappear. 
Nothing can die. Rien ne se crée; rien ne se perd, tout se trans-
forme.* There is only transformation; there is no death. It appears 
that there is death and birth, but if you go deeply, you see that it’s 
not true. If you study science, chemistry, or biology deeply, you 
will touch the truth of no-birth and no-death.

Teenager: Dear Thay, dear Sangha, I suffer a lot from my 
father. It’s difficult for me to see him, and it’s almost become 
dangerous. I don’t want to see him anymore. I’ve given him sev-
eral chances to change. I have forced myself to go see him. Now 
I can’t. My question is, do I still have to try and change him, and 
try to go to him? Even though it is making me very tired?

Thay: This is a very important question, and many of us 
have that question in our heart. The other person does not seem 
to change after many of our attempts to help change him or her. 
Should we continue or not? In order to find the right answer, we 
have to look more deeply to see the relationship between us and 
the other person. Whether we are son and father, or daughter and 
mother, or partner and partner, if we have difficulty with the other 
person and if we want to change him or her, the first thing we 
should do is to look deeply into ourselves and into that person, to 
see the relationship, the connection. 

Usually we think that the other person is outside of us. That 
is not right view. In this case, we think that our father is outside of 
us, and we need only to change the outside and not the inside. We 
need to see that our father is in us; our father is present in every 
cell of our body. We are the continuation of our father. It may be 
easier for us to change our father inside first, and we can do that 
twenty-four hours a day. You don’t need to go and see him, talk 
to him, in order to change. The way we breathe, the way we walk, 
can change him in ourselves. Invite him to walk with us, to sit 
with us, to smile with us, and the father inside of us will change. 
Otherwise we will grow up and behave exactly like him. 

There are many children who hate their father, who promise 
that when they grow up they will not act and say things like their 
father. But when they grow up they will act exactly like their 
father, and they will say things exactly like their father. That has 
happened many times. You hate it, you don’t want to do it, you 
don’t want to say it. And yet you will do exactly that, and you will 
speak exactly like that. In Buddhism, that is what we call samsara, 

going around. You continue your father, not only with your body, 
but with your way of life. That is why when you encounter the 
Buddhadharma, you have a chance to change your father in you 
first. When you have been able to change your father inside of you, 
he will not go to samsara again. And you will not transmit that kind 
of habit to your children. So you end the round of samsara going 
around, recycling. When the father inside has been transformed, 
the transformation of the father outside will be much easier. That 
is my experience.

I have fellow monks who are difficult. They are dignitaries 
in the Buddhist church. They are very conservative. They do not 
allow transformation to take place in the community. You know 
that in order to serve society, you have to renew your community, 
whether your community is Christian, or Buddhist, or Muslim, or 
Jewish. Many of us are eager to renew our tradition to serve our 
society and human beings, right? But there are so many conserva-
tive elements in the church or religious institution. That is true in 
my case also. I noticed this very early. I said, “They are in us. We 
have to change ourselves first.”

So if you are a partner, and your partner does not change, don’t 
think your partner is only outside of you. Your partner is inside 
of you, even if you have divorced him or her. Yesterday I received 
a question, “Can we reconcile, can we begin anew with the one 
whom we have divorced?” This is exactly the question we have 
to answer. In the beginning you believe that after divorce you can 
be yourself entirely and you can take him out of you completely. 
That’s wrong! You can never remove him from you. You can never 
remove her from you. No way. Before you attempt to do something 
with the other person outside of you, try to help him transform 
inside of you, try to help her transform inside of you.

photo by Bruce Nichols
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With this practice, we can succeed in transforming ourselves 
and become a model. We become fresh. Our way of being is ex-
actly the way we want him to be. So by speaking, by acting, by 
living, you begin to change him. You don’t change him by talking 
alone. Maybe talking cannot change him. But your way of acting, 
your way of responding instead of reacting, will help change that 
person. And because he also has intelligence, he can notice that. 

You know that to succeed in the work of changing yourself 
and changing the other person, you also need a Sangha, you also 
need friends to support you. That is why you have to take refuge 
in the Sangha. You have to know how to make good use of the 
collective energy of the Sangha to support your transformation 
and healing and to help us transform the other person. 

Don’t be too eager to transform him right away. You have to 
accept him as he is first. You have to accept her as she is first. After 
acceptance, you feel much better already, and you begin to change 
him inside of you. This is a very deep practice.

Since our friend has come to Plum Village every year and 
practiced with us since he was a small child, I believe he can do 
it. And we’ll try to support him to do it. We never lose our hope. 
The way not to lose our hope is to make progress every day by 
the practice, daily practice. Thank you for asking the question; it 
was very good. 

Child: How do you become a monk?

Thay: In Plum Village, we have a program of five years of 
monastic training and service. If you want to, you can take five 
years and live as a monk or a nun. If you are young, from sixteen 
to thirty-six, you may try living with us as a monk for five years. 
You will practice three years as a novice and two years as a fully 
ordained monk. During that time you learn more of the Dharma, 
you learn to apply the practice in your daily life, you live in com-
munity, you practice monks’ or nuns’ precepts, and you help your 
monastic brothers and sisters organize retreats for other people. 
You can train and serve at the same time. Your way of walking, 
sitting, organizing, can already inspire people. Every time we have 
a retreat, you have a chance to practice, and you can see the trans-
formation and healing of the people who come to the retreat. That 
makes you very happy because the Dharma works, the Dharma is 
effective. After five or six days of practice, people change; people 
restore their joy and their peace, they reconcile with each other. 
That helps you believe that your life can be useful, your life has 
meaning. You can help make people happy.

In Plum Village this year, at the Summer Opening, four thou-
sand, five thousand people came and practiced with us. Among 

them were many children. You can see their transformation, their 
healing, their joy. That is something that can nourish you very 
much.

After five years of monastic training and practice, you can 
go back to lay life or you can continue as a monk. Ninety percent 
of us monastics here, we are monks or nuns for our whole life. 
Less than five percent are five-year monastics. After five years as 
a monastic, you can either continue as a monk or a nun, or you may 
go back to lay life and become a lay Dharma teacher, because after 
the fifth year, you become an apprentice Dharma teacher for one 
year. After that year of practicing as an apprentice Dharma teacher, 
you’ll be transmitted the lamp and become a Dharma teacher. 

 So on this occasion I would like to invite the young people to 
think about it. Is it possible to live as a monastic for five years? To 
directly experience the joys of brotherhood, sisterhood, generated 
by the practice, and to have a chance to serve also?

Adult: Dear Thay, dear Sangha, I have two questions. My first 
question is: I am the last child from the lineage of my ancestors, and 
so there is a lot of suffering to transform. But also I was very lucky 
to have enough conditions to encounter the Dharma and not to be 
running after survival, so I could practice. Now I just came back 
from a long journey, and I can see very clearly how the suffering 
was built up in our family, generation after generation, through 
historical conditions. So I am trying to share with my elders so that 
they might also find relief, but some of them are very hardened. 
They have a lot of anger. They have become very mean and very 
desperate. Even though I have some understanding, I know I am 
also not stable enough in certain situations. I don’t know what to 
do anymore to help them. I’m very worried, because I have seen 
some from my parents’ generation, who escaped from the war, 
become completely insane and really destroy themselves. So this 
is my first question. 

And my second question is: Why is it, in the Buddhist tradi-
tion, that even today there is still so much discrimination against 
women?

Thay: Do you think that in Plum Village we discriminate 
against women? The nuns and some laywomen practitioners in 
Plum Village play a very important role in organizing the lives 
and the practice of the Sangha here and the practice of the larger 
Sangha. 

The tradition of bhikshunis** still exists in many countries. 
There are countries that have lost the bhikshuni Sangha. That’s 
not because of Buddhism, but Buddhist practitioners. They allow 
that kind of discrimination from society to penetrate into their  

When we know that birth and death are together always, we are 

no longer afraid of dying. Because at the moment of dying, there 

is birth also. La vie est avec la mort. They cannot be separated. 

dharma TALK
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community. In Thailand and in Sri Lanka, they don’t have bhik-
shunis anymore, and many of the people in these countries are 
trying to restore the order of bhikshunis. So Buddhists are not 
practicing well enough. That is why you have to do better than 
the former generations. 

Thay is one of those who tries to restore the spirit in each 
order, the original spirit of Buddhism, because the Buddha re-
moved all kinds of discrimination. He received all kinds of people, 
all races, all castes into his community. He welcomed women to 
become bhikshunis. He was a real revolutionary in his time. It 
was very difficult, but he was able to do it. So we who are the 
continuation of the Buddha should practice well enough in order to 
maintain his heritage, to preserve his heritage of no discrimination.

Suffering is overwhelming. There are those of us who came 
out of the Vietnam War full of wounds. We have seen our brother, 
our father, our mother, our sister killed, destroyed, maimed dur-
ing the war. We have seen many of them imprisoned and tortured 
during the war. The foreign ideologies and the foreign weapons 
had been brought in from all over the world to destroy us, to kill 
us, and we were forced into a situation like that for a long time. 
Each of us, each Vietnamese of the new generation, carries within 
himself or herself that kind of suffering.

And Thay, after forty years of exile, has been able to go home 
a few times, organizing retreats in order to help heal the wounds 
of the war in people, in the younger generation. He tried to do 
his best. He tried to do it as a Sangha, not as a person. Thay went 
back to Vietnam not as an individual, but as a community. Three 
hundred practitioners went back to Vietnam with Thay for the first 
time after forty years of exile. That was in 2005. Our practice was 
very solid.  

Imagine the hotel in Hanoi where we stayed. Secret police 
came and observed us because they were afraid of us. Everywhere 
we went they followed us. They wanted to know what we were tell-
ing people, what we were doing. They were forced to allow Thay 
to come home, but they were afraid that we might say something, 
we might urge the people in Vietnam to say something against 
them. Several hundred of us practiced with solidity. The way we 
walked, we way we breathed, the way we ate our breakfast, the 
way we encountered the people in the hotel and those who came 
to see us, including the secret policemen, reflected our practice.

The hotel where we lived looked like a practice center. There 
was mindfulness, there was peace, brotherhood, sisterhood, and 
they were very impressed. One time we did walking meditation 
around Hoan Kiem Lake, and for the first time people of the city 
saw such a large number of people walking with peace, joy, and 
happiness. They were struck by the sight. That had a big impact 
on the population. They saw solid practitioners, and we were able 
to share the practice with so many people in our public talks and 
in our retreats. 

After that, we organized ceremonies of prayers. We prayed 
for the millions of people who died during the war, and thousands 

of people came and practiced with us and prayed together. We 
promised, each of us, that never again would we accept such a 
war of ideology and kill each other with foreign weapons and 
foreign ideologies. That was possible. We practiced to help with 
the healing of the whole country.

So my answer here is that in order to succeed in our attempt 
to help, we have to do it with a Sangha. We have to belong to a 
Sangha. We have to be powerful enough to be able to handle the 
suffering. There’s a lot of garbage, and since many of us do not 
know how to transform garbage into flowers, making good use of 
suffering in order to create peace and healing, we need a Sangha 
to support us.

When we practice alone, self-transformation is already dif-
ficult, not to say transformation of others. That is why we have 
to try to build a Sangha, to be with a Sangha. Without Sangha, 
you cannot do much of the work of transformation and healing. 
Without the Sangha, even the Buddha cannot do much. That is 
why after enlightenment, the first thing he thought of was to go 
and identify elements of his Sangha.

You have to do the same. Thay is very aware of that. Thay 
knew that if he went home alone, he would not be able to do any-
thing. So he put forth a condition: I will come back only if you 
allow me to come with my Sangha. With Sangha we will have the 
collective energy powerful enough to take care of our suffering, 
to transform our suffering. 

Adult: Is there life after death?

Thay: Life is always with death at the same time, not only 
before. Life cannot be separated by death. Where there is life, there 
is death; and where there is death, there is life. This needs some 
meditation to understand. In Buddhism we speak of interbeing, 
which means that you cannot be by yourself alone. You have to 
inter-be with the other side. It’s like the left and the right. If the 
right is not there, the left cannot be. If the left is not there, the right 
cannot be. It’s not possible to take the left away from the right. It’s 
not possible to take the right away from the left.

Suppose I ask one of you to bring the left to the Lower Hamlet, 
and one of you to bring the right to the New Hamlet. It’s impossible. 
The right and the left want to be together, because without the other 
you cannot be. It’s very clear. Like the above and the below. The 
above cannot be there if there’s no below. That is what, in Bud-
dhism, we call interbeing. They have to be there at the same time.

So when God said, “Let the light be,” the light said, “I have 
to wait, my God, I have to wait.” God asked, “Why are you wait-
ing?” And light replied, “I am waiting for darkness to manifest 
together with me.” Because light and darkness inter-are. Then 
God said, “Darkness is already there.” And light said, “In that 
case, I’m already there.”

dharma TALK



That is true of good and evil, before and after, here and 
there, you and I. I cannot be there without you. The lotus flower 
cannot be there without the mud. Without the mud, a lotus is not 
possible. There is no happiness without suffering. There is no life 
without death.

When biologists observe the body of a human being, they see 
that life and death happen at the same time. In this very moment, 
thousands of cells are dying. When you scratch your skin like this, 
many dry cells fall down. They have died. Many cells die every 
moment of our daily life. Because you are so busy, you don’t notice 
that you are dying. If they die, you are dying. You think that you 
don’t die yet. You think that you have fifty or seventy years more 
before you die: that’s not true. Death is not down the road. Death 
is right here and right now. 

Death is happening right here and now, at each moment. 
Because of the dying of a number of cells, the birth of other cells 
is possible. So many cells are being born in the present moment, 
and we don’t have the time to organize a happy birthday for them. 
The fact is that, scientifically speaking, you can already see birth 
and death happening in the present moment. Because of the dying 
of cells, the birth of cells is possible. Because the birth of cells is 
possible, the dying of cells is possible. They lean on each other to 
be. So you are experiencing dying and being born in every mo-
ment. Don’t think you were only born in that moment written on 
your birth certificate. That was not your first moment. Before that 
moment, there were moments you were already there. Before you 
were conceived in the womb of your mother, you had already been 
there in your father and your mother in another form. So there is 
no birth, no real beginning. And there’s no ending.

When we know that birth and death are together always, we 
are no longer afraid of dying. Because at the moment of dying, 
there is birth also. La vie est avec la mort. They cannot be sepa-
rated. This is a very deep meditation. You should not meditate with 
your brain alone. You have to observe life throughout your day, so 
you see birth and death inter-are in everything—trees, animals, 
weather, matter, energy. Scientists have already pronounced that 
there is no birth and no death. There is only transformation. So 
transformation is possible, is real, and birth and death are not real. 
What you call birth and death are only transformation.

When you perform a chemical reaction, you bring a number 
of substances together. When the substances meet each other, there 
is a transformation. And sometimes you think that a substance is 
no longer there; it has vanished. But in fact, looking deeply, you 
see that the substance is still there in another form.

When you look at the blue sky, you don’t see your cloud 
anymore. You think your cloud has died, but in fact your cloud 
continues always in the form of the rain and so on. Birth and 
death are seen only on the surface. If you go down, deep down, 
there is no birth and no death. There is only continuation. When 
you touch the continuation, the nature of no birth and no death, 
you are no longer afraid of dying. Not only the Buddhists speak 

of no birth and no death, but science also speaks of no birth and 
no death. They can exchange their findings. It’s very interesting. 
It’s an invitation for us to live our life more deeply so that we can 
touch our true nature of no birth and no death.

Thay’s answer, I know, is only an invitation to practice. We 
have to live our life more mindfully, with concentration, so that we 
can be deeply in touch with what is happening. And then we have 
a chance to touch the true nature of reality, no birth and no death. 
We describe it in Buddhism with the term nirvana. Nirvana is no 
birth and no death. In Christianity you may call it the Ultimate, 
God. God is our true nature of no birth and no death. We don’t 
have to go to find God. God is our true nature.

It’s like a wave who believes that she is subjected to birth and 
death. Every time she comes up and then begins to go down, she’s 
afraid of dying. But if the wave realizes that she is water, she’s no 
longer afraid. Before going up she is water, before going down 
she is water, and after going down, she continues to be water. 
There’s no death. So it’s very important that the wave does some 
meditation and realizes that she is wave, but she is at the same 
time water. And when she knows she is water, she is no longer 
afraid of dying. She feels wonderful going up; she feels wonderful 
going down. She’s free from fear.

Our clouds are also like that. They are not afraid of dying. 
They know that if they are not a cloud, they can be something else 
equally beautiful, like the rain or the snow.

So the wave does not go and look for water. She doesn’t have 
to go and search for water, because she is water in the here and the 
now. The same thing is true with God. We don’t have to look for 
God. We are God. God is our true nature. You don’t have to go and 
look for nirvana. Nirvana is our ground. That is the teaching of the 
Buddha. A number of us have been able to realize that. We enjoy 
the present moment. We know that it isn’t possible for us to die.

The earth is the most beautiful thing in the whole solar system. 
We should be able to enjoy walking on this beautiful planet, which 
is our mother, the mother of all Buddhas, bodhisattvas, and saints. 
The mother of Mahatma Gandhi, of Martin Luther King, of Jesus 
Christ, of the Buddhas, our own mother. And we enjoy being with 
our mother. Our mother is outside of us, and she is inside of us. 
Walking down the hill, we can enjoy every step, enjoy ourselves, 
enjoy the presence of our beautiful mother, the earth. We should 
walk in such a way that with each step, we can touch our mother 
deeply for our healing and also for the healing of our mother.

* “Nothing is lost, nothing is created, all is transformed,” a maxim attributed to 
the father of modern chemistry, Antoine Lavoisier, 1743–1794 

** bhikshunis – Buddhist nuns who have received the full ordination

Edited by Barbara Casey and  
Sister Annabel, True Virtue
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Joanne Friday with members of Rhode Island Community of Mindfulness  photos courtesy of Joanne Friday

Joanne Friday is a Dharma teacher in the 
Order of Interbeing. In 2003, she received author-
ity to teach from Thich Nhat Hanh, her teacher for 
twenty years. Joanne leads meditation retreats for 
Sanghas and groups throughout the Northeastern 
U.S. She lives in Rhode Island, where she is the 
guiding teacher for the six Sanghas that comprise 
the Rhode Island Community of Mindfulness. She 
is also an Associate Chaplain at the University 
of Rhode Island. Joanne was interviewed by 
Natascha Bruckner on October 11, 2012 for this 
issue of the Mindfulness Bell.

Mindfulness Bell: Today, October 11, is Thay’s Continuation Day. How do you 
see his continuation in yourself? 

Joanne Friday: My ordination as a Dharma teacher was a clear example 
of how I see transmission and continuation. I had no thoughts of ever being a 
Dharma teacher; it never had entered my mind. One day I received a letter from 
Plum Village inviting me to receive Lamp Transmission. After opening the letter, 
I went through feeling completely unworthy, and I thought, “Oh, they’ve made a 
mistake—my name was switched with some other person.” I really was stunned. 
After two minutes or so, it was as if I was struck by a bolt of lightning and I 
thought, “This has nothing to do with you.” 

Since my first encounter with Thay, I have felt him to be very alive in every 
cell of my body. And the transmissions from my parents, from everybody who’s 
ever loved me, everybody who’s ever cared for me, all of them are alive in every 
cell in my body. So to say that is not good enough is an insult to all of them. This 
was not about my little egocentric self; it had nothing to do with me. 

To prepare for the ceremony, my normal habit energy would have been to 
try to come up with the perfect Dharma talk, and have everybody think I knew 
everything about the Dharma. Instead, I could not even think about it and I had 
not one ounce of anxiety in those three months before the Lamp Transmission. 
At that time, as part of the ceremony, each new Dharma teacher gave a short talk 
after their ordination. Walking to take my seat, I still had no idea what I would 
talk about, and yet I felt nothing but pure joy, and I thought, “I wonder what I’m 
going to say.” So I told them the story I am telling you. 

I said, “Thay gives a beautiful teaching on no-birth, no-death, using a sheet 
of paper. I received another deep teaching on non-self from a sheet of paper. I 
got this letter asking me to be here and this was my experience—I realized it 

M
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is all about my non-self elements; it has nothing to do with me. 
It’s been so much fun; it feels so free. This is really amazing. I 
have almost no self-confidence, but I have total confidence in my 
non-self elements; clearly I do because I haven’t been the least bit 
anxious, and so I think I am experiencing non-self confidence.” 
And Thay was laughing and everyone was laughing. 

And that has been the truth ever since. If I get invited to share 
the Dharma, I do my best to stay out of it. My goal in sharing the 
Dharma is to transmit what was transmitted to me and leave my 
little self out of it. And I don’t get tired. If my ego starts getting 
involved, I get tired, and so it is a good indicator that I need to go 
do some walking meditation and get out of the way. 

MB: I went to your Day of Mindfulness in Portola Valley, 
California. I remember that you talked about your own life and 
challenges you’ve had. You are transmitting what you’ve learned 
and you’re getting out of your own way, and yet you are talking 
about your own life. I’m wondering about the balance between 
those two. 

 JF: I don’t think any of us experience things that are unique 
to us. When we experience suffering, the story line may be differ-
ent for each of us, but suffering is suffering and that is universal. I 
think that’s where we can really understand interbeing. I share my 
own experience because the Buddha said to trust your wisdom, 
trust your experience. When I speak from my own experience, I 
can speak with conviction, because it’s true for me. Hopefully it 
will be something that others can put to use, too. My interest in 
Buddhism is how we apply the practices that the Buddha gave us 
to the suffering we encounter in our daily life, to transform it and 
become free.

Gentle Diligence
MB: Would you be willing to give an example from your own 

life of how you have used the practice to get free?

JF: Probably the most profound example was getting a di-
agnosis of cancer. My mother was dying at the time and she had 
been in the hospital. I had just signed her over into hospice care, 
and I went downstairs to the waiting room and got a call saying I 
had cancer. I remember feeling as if ice water were running over 
my body. Real fear. But within a minute, I breathed, I sent metta to 
myself, and then the question came to my mind: “Are you sure?” 
As soon as I asked the question, I felt peace, because I realized, 
“I have no idea. It could be almost nothing; it could be death. I 
don’t know.” So for me to get all wound up about it would really 
not make sense. I realized, “I need to find out, and that’s it. And 
right now, I need to be present for my mother in the hospital.” 

The first thing was breathing. The breath was right there as 
the default position. The second was metta. I have practiced metta 
for twenty years, so it was right there. And then to ask, “Are you 
sure?” That takes me right to nonattachment to view and “don’t 
know mind.” And in “don’t know mind,” there’s every possibility. 
It’s such a wonderful place. 

And then I thought, “Wow, I’ve been practicing the Five 
Remembrances* for years.” I have been aware of impermanence, 
but never as aware as when I got that phone call. The next thing 
that came to mind was: “If you have limited minutes to be on the 
planet”—later I thought it was really comical to think in terms 
of “if ” —“how many of them do you want to spend in fear and 
speculation?” And the answer was, “Zero.” 

So that, to me, is a clear and concise example of how the 
practice can be applied in daily life. And the most beautiful thing 
to me was, going through a year of cancer treatment, I probably 
didn’t spend more than maybe a half an hour in the entire year in 
fear and speculation. I told my husband, “You know, the real trag-
edy wouldn’t be to die of cancer; to me, the real tragedy would be 
to have wasted this time.” To not have enjoyed the time I did have. 

That was reinforced after the first chemotherapy infusion I 
had. I was treated in New York City, and as we walked out of the 
hospital, a bus came around the corner cutting in too close, and 
my husband pulled my arm and yanked me back from it. He said, 
“Be careful, they’re driving like crazy people.” He looked at me, 
I looked at him, and we just cracked up. I said, “Wouldn’t that 
be ironic, here we are, we’re convinced I’m going to drop dead 
of cancer, and instead we get hit by a cross-town bus.” [Laughs.] 
It was such a beautiful teaching, because we have no clue when 
the time will come or how it’s going to happen. Becoming more 
comfortable with impermanence is such a relief. It really frees us 
up to enjoy life. 

MB: That is an incredible example. Thank you. You used all 
these potent tools one after the other in a very short period of time.

JF: It’s just following directions. Thay offers the practice in 
a very gentle way, instructing us to be gentle with ourselves, to 
not do violence to ourselves. At that point I had been practicing 
for about seventeen years, and I felt like I had a very laid-back 
practice. I felt like I was probably not strengthening my mind as 
much as I could, my practice was not as rigorous as other practices, 
and I was not sure if it was as solid as it needed to be. But clearly 
the benefits of gentle diligence over time were there because there 
had been absolute transformation at the base. I can usually only 
see progress in my practice by noticing that I am responding very 
differently to a situation than I would have reacted ten years earlier. 
In this instance, I would have been completely tied up in knots; 
I would have been a nervous wreck. I would have been trying to 
figure out what was going to happen and completely caught in fear 
and speculation. I know that my mind had been trained in that way. 

But the training in gentle diligence, paying attention in every-
day life, and taking good care of strong emotions when they come 
up really paid off. When attachment to views arose, it was such a 
gift to be able to look clearly, to not get caught in the surface of 
things. And to just do that over and over and over and over and 
over and over. If we practice like that, when the going gets tough, 
the practice is there for us. 
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MB: That’s a beautiful example of how we can train our minds 
without effort, without stress. 

JF: We don’t have to create a war with ourselves. There 
doesn’t have to be any judgment, criticism, any of that. It’s just 
to notice, and to do the practice, then to notice. To strengthen our 
mindfulness and concentration. 

Healing the Inner Child
MB: In the book Reconciliation: Healing the Inner Child, you 

tell a wonderful story of transforming your anger to compassion 
by connecting with your inner three-year-old. Do you connect with 
your inner child on a regular basis? What have you found helpful 
in keeping her nourished and happy?

JF: When I went to my first retreat, I signed up for a consulta-
tion with Thay Phap An. I was brain-injured from a car accident and 
I was in a state of real confusion. I wanted to talk about a woman 
who had been very angry with me, so I said, “There’s this woman, 
she’s a really angry person.” And he said, “That’s not correct.” He 
said that whenever we assign a label to anyone or anything, it’s 
incorrect, because everything is impermanent. So we’re assigning 
a permanent status to something that is inherently impermanent. 
That has been a wonderful teaching; I use it all the time.

And then he went on to teach me about healing the past in 
the present moment and doing Beginning Anew with myself. It 
was such a training in the ability not to hold on to resentment 
and anger. And to look at myself and ask, “What is this person 
bringing up in me?”

I’ve been doing the practice of healing the inner child ever 
since. There’s hardly been a day that I haven’t used it, in one way 
or another. When I’m experiencing a strong emotion, I simply 
notice and embrace that feeling, breathe with it, and hold it. For 
me, just being with that feeling will usually bring a memory back 

of another time and place. It might have been last week or it might 
have been when I was three. 

It inevitably takes me to times and places when I needed love 
and compassion and I didn’t get it. So my job is to provide that 
for myself. I can show that child a lot of love and compassion. 
My main goal in the practice is to bring the child into the pres-
ent moment, to let her know the good news that she is no longer 
three. We’re adults now, and if people are yelling, we can leave. 
We don’t have to be there. 

Many people do not access memories from the past when they 
embrace difficult emotions. If that is the case, you can breathe 
and send metta to yourself in the present because that child is 
still alive inside of you. A lot of healing can happen by doing this 
practice—accepting what is in the present moment and accepting 
ourselves unconditionally. 

MB: How is your inner child today? 

JF: I think that she is doing better and better, every day in 
every way. [Laughs.] I find there are fewer times that I need to 
spend a lot of time with her. Mostly now it’s a recognition, like 
Thay says about his anger: “Hello anger, my little friend, you’re 
back again.” 

About fifteen years ago, my husband Richard and I were at a 
retreat and we were practicing noble silence. He gave me a note 
that said, “I called home, and so-and-so left a message. She wanted 
to borrow this thing of yours, so I called her back and said sure.” 
I was over-the-top enraged. And I was surprised at how angry I 
was, because I thought, “If I had retrieved the phone call, I would 
have called her back and said sure.” So I knew there was more to 
this than was meeting my eye. 

Luckily we were in noble silence, so I couldn’t say a word. I 
sat myself down, did my breathing, did my metta for myself, and 

I can simply show up 

without a story, show 

up not needing to make 

one up, and experience 

whatever is happening.  

It’s so delightful.

 photo by Valerie O’Sullivan
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then I invited that feeling up and what I found was [a feeling of] 
not being considered. When I invited the rage up in me, I was 
transported back to being eleven years old. At that time, I had 
a surrogate father. This guy who lived upstairs fell in love with 
me when I was a month old, and he was a blessing in my life. He 
showed me unconditional love and was prominent in my life until 
I was eleven, when he died of a heart attack. 

Sitting on my cushion, when I got in touch with the rage, I 
was transported right back to the conversation when my parents 
told me he had died. They said he had the heart attack two days 
before, but they didn’t want to tell me because they didn’t want 
me to see him with tubes in his body; they thought that would 
be too upsetting for an eleven-year-old. And now he was dead. 
I realized that I had completely buried that memory. If you had 
asked me a week before, I would have had no recollection of that 
conversation ever happening. As I was sitting, I realized that to be 
told someone is dead when you are eleven—there’s nothing you 
can do about that. So I surmise that I was enraged because they 
had made a decision concerning the most important thing in my 
life and nobody asked me.

When I went back to revisit the conversation as an adult, I 
could give that eleven-year-old all the understanding and love 
and compassion that she needed, that she didn’t get at that time. 
I could validate her rage at not being considered. And I could 
see my parents as only trying to be good parents. It was all with 
the best of intentions that they created the situation. To see it all 
with no criticism, no blame for any of us, just understanding and 
compassion. 

Thay says mindfulness leads to concentration, concentration 
to insight, insight to understanding, understanding to compassion. 
That’s how it works. I find that to be true every time. When I get 
to that place of understanding, there’s nothing but compassion. I 
wind up feeling compassion for myself, feeling compassion for 

my parents, and feeling compassion for my husband, because I 
look at him and think, poor guy, there he is trying to do something 
wonderful and here sits his wife, who is enraged. He knows noth-
ing about this baggage I’m carrying. 

MB: That story took place in the context of a retreat, where 
you were in noble silence and you were able to go deeply and work 
through these things internally. I’m curious how you would advise 
people who are in the midst of a busy life, when a trigger like this 
comes up, but it’s not in the context of a retreat. 

JF: Most of the retreats I offer are in silence because of my 
experiences of this kind of healing. To be able to practice in si-
lence helps me develop my mindfulness and concentration. And 
it helps me to hard-wire in the practice, so that when I am in the 
rest of my life, where there is not noble silence and most people 
aren’t practicing at all, that gentle diligence kicks in; it becomes a 
default. I can recognize that I have been overreacting to not being 
considered for over forty years. The blessing is that I don’t have to 
be controlled by it. I don’t have to react blindly out of ignorance 
to what I’m carrying around. 

Once I know that there’s a block of suffering in me that can 
be watered and brought to the surface, I can recognize it for what 
it is and I don’t have to react to it. If I’m in my daily life and 
somebody does or says something that’s hurtful, I make a note 
of it. I’ll try to say, “For future reference, the next sit I do, I need 
to spend some time with that.” I just make an appointment with 
myself to take good care of that. 

The more that I do it, it doesn’t take long at all. It’s not like 
I have to sit for three hours and work with it. It’s a very quick 
recognition now, for the most part, and I can go do walking 
meditation. If I can do a ten- or fifteen-minute walk, I can calm 
myself, get the mud to settle out of the water, then I know what 
to do and what not to do. 

 photo by Valerie O’Sullivan
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Making Good Use of Suffering
MB: What experiences in your own life have been most valu-

able in serving you as a Dharma teacher?

JF: I would say suffering. There’s nothing quite like it to help 
us to wake up. Thay says that he wouldn’t want a nirvana without 
suffering, and I can see why. The brain injury from a car accident 
is what brought me to the path, so suffering got me here. I look 
back at any suffering I’ve had in my life and ask: “What did it 
have to teach me? Did I benefit? Did I make good use of it?” If 
I didn’t make good use of the suffering, then it’s a waste of time. 

MB: In Reconciliation, you write that you “discovered that 
mindful speech isn’t just choosing the right words to say—it’s 
transforming the ill will in my heart.” What guidance would you 
give to someone who wants to transform the ill will in his or her 
heart?

JF: One of the things I’ve been practicing with a lot is look-
ing at stories that I’ve been told about myself or that I make up 
about myself and others. And getting caught in the surface of 
those stories and believing them. When someone does or says 
something hurtful, Thay invites us to look deeply, to not get caught 
in the surface of things, and that’s what leads to understanding, 
and with that comes compassion; it’s unavoidable. When I can 
understand somebody else’s suffering, any ill will is transformed 
into compassion.

When I’ve been able to cut through the story I’ve been telling 
myself, I feel almost childlike. I can simply show up without a 

story, show up not needing to make up one, and experience what-
ever is happening. It’s so delightful. When people ask me what I 
do for a living, I say I try my best to show up, pay attention, and 
respond skillfully to life. 

MB: It seems like it’s about you, but not about you—like 
you’ve made yourself into a fertile ground for these seeds to grow, 
but anyone can do that. 

JF: Anybody can. If I can do it, anybody can. I’m the perfect 
example. I feel so blessed to have come into contact with the 
Dharma as transmitted through Thay in this lifetime. He has spent 
his life looking deeply and doing everything possible to make the 
Buddha’s teachings understandable—even to me. He says he has 
a fire in his heart. I feel that that fire is what he transmits to us. 
We are the luckiest people in the world and this is a very happy 
continuation day for all of us. 

*  The Five Remembrances:

 I am of the nature to grow old. There is no way to escape growing old.

 I am of the nature to have ill health. There is no way to escape ill health.

 I am of the nature to die. There is no way to escape death.

 All that is dear to me and everyone I love are of the nature to change.

 There is no way to escape being separated from them.

 My actions are my only true belongings. I cannot escape the consequences of 
my actions. My actions are the ground upon which I stand.

Edited by Barbara Casey
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Winter Retreat, 4 a.m.
Low in the east a bright Venus 
lifts the dome of sky
just as the Milky Way
has spilled herself through it.

The womb of breathable darkness 
draws you in, while frost crystals 
catch the moonbeams 
and snap the light into tiny sparkling fragments
filling the body with stillness.

Step outside
the breath shoots up in a gasp of cold.
Ears ring and sing and the body fills 
with vibrant early morning frost. 

That’s when the stillness empties you of everything. 

Forest, pond, building with sloping crystal hat, 
and gardens, 
they know how to pray. Standing still 
naked in the moonlight and translucent frost
unashamed and prideless
in their beauty.
 
You too are like this but you do not see it.

There is nothing more you want … nothing
you just breathe.
Your breath is a prayer. 

Zealand, people come here to connect with the practice. They 
contribute their physical energy, financial support, and most of all 
their commitment to practising and building the companionship 
of Sangha by offering regular mindfulness weekends and retreats. 

Most people who visit Dharma Gaia are deeply touched by 
its peace, simplicity, and profound beauty. But Sister Pho Nghiem 
always emphasises that our true beauty is our love for one another 
and our dedication to practising as a Sangha. That is what has 
sustained us for over eighteen years and will go on sustaining us. 

In the early morning, we give ourselves over to the Earth, 
walking peacefully together. We walk the land in silence and still-
ness, aware of the generosity of many friends who offer energy, 
funds, and support, which maintain and nourish this island of 
peace and presence. Our feet are their feet; our steps an offering 
of gratitude to them.

Sunshine, fresh air and green banana leaves dance.
Stream and birds sing the harmonies.
Citrus are beginning to golden
and the aromatic fragrance of their leaves
heralds the freshness and cool beauty
of the Dharma Gaia autumn.
The Sangha body is everywhere.

Like Plum Village, but on a much smaller scale, Dharma 
Gaia hosts many people from all over the world. Those of us 
who live here know it is a deep blessing to have the chance to 
provide this haven for the constant flow of visitors. We listen and 
learn from those who come here, and we have the chance to be in  

Both Far  
and Near
Dharma Gaia in New Zealand 

By the Dharma Gaia Core Community

photo courtesy of Dharma Gaia

In terms of physical distance, The Centre of Mindful Living in 
New Zealand is probably the Sangha farthest away from Plum Vil-
lage, and yet that distance shrinks to nothing in the time it takes to 
breathe one conscious breath. There is never loneliness or isolation.

The Centre, commonly known as Dharma Gaia, is located in 
beautiful countryside, flanked by a tranquil harbour and a majestic 
mountain on the Coromandel Peninsula, about two hours’ drive 
from the cities of Auckland and Hamilton. From throughout New 
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touch with the life of the wider community in all its various joys 
and challenges.

Many who come are young people searching to find their 
place in the world and the right way to live. They stay for a week, 
a month, and sometimes longer, helping in the gardens, building 
bridges over the stream, clearing new walking paths, and enjoying 
the fruits of community and mindful living. Many of them have 
not heard of our practice before coming here, but later go on to 
seek out Sanghas in their own countries, or to visit Plum Village 
in France and other centres in Europe and the USA. In a few 
weeks’ time, Sangha members will fill the Centre as we take time 
to share from the winter fruits, complete the Rains Retreat, and 
receive deep nourishment from our practice together. Wonderful!

When the first draft of this article was written, we in New 
Zealand were stepping lightly into spring. The nights still had that 
sharp bite and the early morning air was wonderfully fresh. In 
spring here, the forest gently releases so many forgotten fragrances 
that rise up out of the sleep of winter. Our Kowhai trees bloom in 
magnificent splendour, their flowers falling like soft golden rain, 
and the days are filled with song as tui, bellbird, kereru, fantail, 
bees, insects, and countless other beings wake up to the glory of 
renewal.

Some months have passed; the season changed and changed 
again. Now the fullness of summer retreats is also receding and we 
mellow into the changing colours of autumn leaves. How strange 
and wondrous it is to contemplate that as you read this article in 
the northern hemisphere, your late winter days are edged with the 
promise of the spring. Bowing to the wonder of our planet and her 

seasons, we close by sharing this deep and precious gatha Thay 
offered to us in the winter of 2004.

The seed is sown in the auspicious earth
Now is the occasion to enjoy the spring 
Day and night dwelling peacefully in touching the earth
Everywhere flowers open, lighting up the true mind 

This article is offered in honour of  two dear Sangha sisters: 
Aletia Hudson, who passed on December 8, 2011, and 

Shirley Morris, who passed on March 25, 2012.

The Core Community of  Dharma Gaia consists of   
Sister Pho Nghiem, Doris Drinkwater,  

Anton Bank, Jeannine Walsh, Mark Vette,  
Caitlin Bush, Benni Bonnin, and Kim Morresey.  

For more information, see www.dharmagaia.org  
or email peace@dharmagaia.org. 

photos courtesy of Dharma Gaia
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Malaysian Sangha members with visiting Plum Village monastics photo courtesy of Yeshe Dolma

On November 20, 2011, we witnessed the official opening and 
inauguration ceremony of Joyfully Together Mindfulness Practice 
Centre (JTMPC) in Shah Alam, Malaysia, in the tradition of Zen 
Master Thich Nhat Hanh and Plum Village. The ceremony took 
place during a Wake Up retreat for young people and was led by 
Brother Phap Kham, who is in charge of guiding Plum Village 
in Asia, Sister Linh Nghiem, and eighteen other Plum Village 
monastics from Thailand, Vietnam, and Hong Kong.

The Plum Village tradition in Malaysia started when Sister 
Linh Nghiem and a handful of other organisers led the first retreat 
at the Chempaka Buddhist Lodge in Petaling Jaya in 2006. Sister 
Linh Nghiem also gave a public talk at the Kota Kemuning Bud-
dhist Centre. Two years later, in 2008, Brother Phap Kham and a 
few monastics held a four-day retreat at the Chin Loong temple 
in Rawang. Brother Phap Kham and others came again in 2009 to 
sponsor a family retreat, for the first time including children in the 
programme. That retreat took place at the Chin Swee temple in the 
Genting Highlands. Brother Phap Kham and other monastics also 
conducted the first Day of Mindfulness on November 21, 2009, 
in the Shah Alam Buddhist Society (SABS) Building. Since then, 
a small group of people from Kota Kemuning have organised a 
monthly Day of Mindfulness at the SABS.

In September of the following year, the Buddhist community 
in the Kota Kemuning region helped bring Thay and seventy 
monastics to Malaysia. The Zen Master’s visit was a big event 
made possible by many selfless people from eight different Bud-
dhist organizations. Many people benefited from Thay’s teachings 
and some were inspired to build Sanghas in different parts of the 
country. Soon after his visit, the Joyfully Together Sangha was 
formed. Friends from all over the Klang Valley came to practice 
with us. Early in 2011, the Sangha acquired a two-story building 
in Kota Kemuning and turned it into the first permanent Plum 
Village practice centre in Malaysia. 

We meet every Sunday at the Joyfully Together Mindfulness 
Practice Centre. On the first and third Sundays, we have family 
programmes, which include children. The Jataka tales are acted 
out by the children. On the second Sunday, we have Dharma study 
and read from Thay’s book, The Heart of the Buddha’s Teaching. 
We have our Day of Mindfulness on the fourth Sunday. The fifth 
Sunday is a Lazy Day when we do housecleaning for the centre. 

O
Thay’s visit also resulted in the formation of a second Sangha. 

In January 2011, the Gentle Waves Sangha started in Penang/Ipoh 
for people in the northern region of our peninsula. In the same year, 
our first Malaysian nun, Sister Nga Mi, was ordained a novice in 
the tradition of Plum Village. 

Slowly and steadily, we are building our Fourfold Sangha in 
Malaysia. May each of us strive to remember to breathe mind-
fully, to take gentle steps on our Mother 
Earth, and to live mindfully in the present 
moment. May the teachings of the Buddha 
and Thay, together with the Sangha, benefit 
people from all walks of life throughout 
Malaysia. 

Yeshe Dolma, Living Joy of  the Heart, is a 
member of  the Joyfully Together Sangha 
in Shah Alam, Malaysia. She has led and 

organised Days of  Mindfulness for the 
Gentle Waves Sangha in Ipoh/Penang, 

Malaysia, since January of  2011.

Joyfully 
Together 
Mindfulness 
Practice Centre
A Beautiful Lotus in Malaysia

By Yeshe Dolma

   the Mindfulness Bell  17

pract ice CENTERS



18  Winter/Spring 2013

When people come to 

Lotus Pond Temple, 

they immediately feel 

more peaceful and light 

as they pass through 

the temple’s gate.

The Asian Institute of Applied Buddhism (AIAB) in Hong Kong, on Lantau Island, was 
established in May 2011. It is a continuation of the At Ease Mindfulness Practice Center, 
Plum Village’s first home in Hong Kong, which was opened in February 2009 and located 
in Tsim Sha Tsui, Kowloon. Before the center moved  to Lantau Island, only four monastic 
brothers lived there. Now the AIAB is home to eighteen monastic brothers and sisters. The 
sisters dwell at Lotus Pond Temple and the brothers dwell at Bamboo Forest Monastery. 

The AIAB is a quiet part of the Ngong Ping Village. Ngong Ping is home to several 
tourist attractions, including Po Lin Monastery, the Big Buddha, the Heart Sutra Pillars, 
and Phoenix Peak Lantau Island has many Buddhist temples and shrines, Lotus Pond 
Temple being one of the oldest. The popularity of this place is easy to understand, because 
nature has been preserved, making a beautiful natural environment for people and living 
beings. When people come to Lotus Pond Temple, they immediately feel more peaceful 
and light as they pass through the temple’s gate. The daily practice generates a special 
energy that penetrates the natural environment. Friends comment on how noticeably the 
energy of the temple has changed since the Sangha has come here. Even the temple dogs 
have transformed, becoming more friendly and trusting of people.

Here is our typical daily schedule:

4:30 a.m.  Wake Up
5:00 Sitting Meditation & Chanting
6:15 Exercise
7:00 Breakfast
8:00 Walking Meditation
9-11:30 Classes
12:00 Lunch & Rest Time
14:30 Gathering & Working Meditation
16:30 Meetings
17:30 Dinner
19:30 Sitting Meditation & Chanting
21:30 Noble Silence

As tradition holds true, Monday is our sacred Lazy Day. Sunday is our public Day of 
Mindfulness, when we offer general practice for the public. We also try to give particular 
attention to the local Vietnamese and to children on the first Sunday of the month; Wake 
Up for young people ages eighteen through thirty-five on the second Sunday; Order of 
Interbeing members and teens on the third Sunday; and affinity groups like applied ethics 
and health care professionals on the fourth Sunday. There are also Days of Mindfulness 
and evening practice gatherings at different sites in Hong Kong. 

TFertile 
Ground

Asian Institute of  
Applied Buddhism

By Sister Hanh Nghiem

Formal lunch at the AIAB photo courtesy of monastic Sangha
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Essential Teachings
The curriculum of the AIAB is coming together in the sense of its ability 

to be articulated and implemented in our daily life practice. The material 
is already prepared because Thay has been teaching it for a number of de-
cades. The core classes start with the fundamental sutras of the Plum Village 
practice: the Sutra on the Full Awareness of Breathing, the Four Establish-
ments of Mindfulness, and Knowing the Better Way to Live Alone. They are 
studied along with introductory Buddhist psychology as covered in Thay’s 
book, Buddha Mind, Buddha Body. Essential Buddhist teachings complete 
the core curriculum, as covered in The Heart of the Buddha’s Teaching, the 
Five Mindfulness Trainings, and the Fourteen Mindfulness Trainings. These 
are followed by in-depth study of Manifestation-Only Buddhist psychology, 
as taught in Understanding Our Mind: 50 Verses on Buddhist Psychology. 
These core courses are prerequisites to any further studies at the AIAB. 

In the meantime, people can hear lectures when they attend a full 
day of practice at our tri-monthly course for health care professionals and 
monthly Day of Mindfulness focusing on Applied Ethics. We have already 
covered a general base for The Heart of the Buddha’s Teaching and Buddha 
Mind, Buddha Body in our two three-month Summer Retreats. The same 
basic instruction was offered to the general public every Sunday, and was 
followed by Dharma discussion to clarify and enrich our understanding of 
the teachings. 

 In the Plum Village centers in France and the U.S., the three-month 
retreat for monks and nuns to stay within the monastery boundaries is in the 
winter months, but at the AIAB we have our three-month retreat during the 
summer months, at the same time as the other local Buddhist monasteries. We 
also have a three-month “bonus” rain retreat from December through Febru-
ary, when we limit teaching trips to those that are made by special request.

From March through May, and again from  September through Novem-
ber, we collaborate with our other monastic brothers and sisters in Thailand 
and Vietnam to hold teaching trips in Southeast Asian countries like Singa-
pore, Malaysia, Thailand, and the Philippines. We also hold teaching trips 
in China, Japan, Korea, Taiwan, and other countries in Asia.

Lay practitioners are welcome to stay and practice with us. At the mo-
ment, there is not a set arrival day. You can email us to inform us of when 
you would like to come. We ask that people do not arrive on a Lazy Day 
(from Sunday at 6 p.m. until Monday at 6 p.m.).

The Asian Institute of Applied Buddhism is young and full of energy. 
It is a blessing to be on such fertile ground for our roots to go deeper and 
our horizons to broaden. 

For more information about the 
AIAB, visit www.pvfhk.org or 

email aiab@pvfhk.org.  

Sister Hanh Nghiem,  
True Adornment with 

Action, presently lives  
at the AIAB. 

Walking meditation at the AIAB / photo courtesy of monastic Sangha
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I practice with several Sydney Sanghas and have visited Nhap Luu 
(Entering the Stream) Monastery three times in the last eighteen 
months. This monastery is a two-hour drive from Melbourne and 
twelve hours from Sydney, Australia. Since their arrival two years 
ago, the original three monastics—Sisters Thuan Tien, Luong 
Nghiem, and Can Nghiem—have been joined by Sister Tri Duyen 
from Brisbane and a novice, Nguyen Ha, from another tradition 
in New Zealand. I would like to share with the larger Sangha a 
little of my experience of the changes occurring at this monastery.

The conditions here at the beginning were probably similar 
to those in Plum Village about thirty years ago. For example, the 
monastery had no electricity or permanent buildings other than the 
meditation hall. However, each year the conditions have become a 
little easier and the Sangha acquires a greater capacity to tolerate 

I

Entering  
the Stream 

Down Under
By Ettianne Anshin

The kangaroos, hares,  

and wallabies eat near the  

buildings and allow you to 

walk close to them.

them. This is the third winter retreat for the sisters at Nhap Luu, 
and I have witnessed a subtle and substantial transformation. 

Last year, a member of the Sydney Sangha, with the help 
of friends from Melbourne, installed a beautiful wooden floor in 
the meditation hall. Also, Brother Ian Roberts sold his property 
adjoining the original monastery to Unified Buddhist Church of 
Australia, so the sisters now have a comfortable home with indoor 
plumbing. The sisters’ house, named “Peace House” by Ian, has 
magnificent views of the lake where there are ducks, wild geese, 
and black swans. The house has a loft with huge windows where 
the sisters can listen to talks, meditate, and work at the computer. 
The meditation hall and Peace House now have solar panels for 
electricity, which should offset the energy used at the monastery. 
The Sangha can use Peace House as an accommodation for re-
treats, too.

The bush setting at Nhap Luu is exceedingly tranquil, and the 
Sangha has created many beautiful paths for walking meditation. 
Each day we see kangaroos, wallabies, hares, and possums that 
have many young. The possums come every night to eat from the 
hands of the sisters, and indeed the wildlife has become quite used 
to the Sangha. The kangaroos, hares, and wallabies eat near the 
buildings and allow you to walk close to them. They are fond of eat-
ing the flowers that the sisters grow. In the warmer months we can 
see the rare echidna (a spiny form of anteater) as well. As I write, 
I can hear kookaburras and crows calling, and we observe many 
other native birds, such as robins, magpies, and eastern rosella.

Growing Community
Nhap Luu is an extensive property that requires much work 

from the sisters. Sangha members come for weekend stays and 
sometimes longer. The Sangha in Melbourne is quite small, al-
though recent efforts to promote the monastery locally have seen 
some new friends joining. Some members of the Sangha have 
been helping to run a monthly market stall, and their efforts are 
bearing fruit as they make contacts within the local community. 
The Melbourne Sangha has been of considerable assistance to the 
sisters, giving both physical support and help with administering 
the centre. Many have been generous with time, skills, knowledge, 
and financial assistance.

The sisters have become more involved with the local commu-
nity. They’ve taught high school students about taking care of their 
suffering, helping them to transform. They’ve also done chaplaincy 
training, so they can assist when needed. At Vesak, they celebrated 
with other monastics from the State of Victoria and the community, 
and led a guided meditation. They’ve also joined the Australian 
Sangha Association for monastics. The monastery now has a blog 
and a Facebook page to keep the community informed, and there 
is a bookshop for visitors to purchase Plum Village merchandise.

Tomorrow a group of ten community members will visit from 
a nearby information centre to join in a Day of Mindfulness and 
learn about our practice. This monastery is in a quite rural area 
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of Victoria with many generations of farming families; it will be 
interesting to see their reactions to a very different culture trans-
planted into this community.

Last September and October, two brothers visited from Plum 
Village. They led retreats and gave talks here and in Sydney. Thay 
Phap Hai and Dharma teachers Kenley Neufeld and Karen Hils-
berg have been providing a superb program of online teaching for 
lay friends, Sangha builders, OI aspirants, mentors, and Dharma 
teachers in training. Meanwhile, UBC Australia has been accepted 
as a sponsoring body for monastics, and in early 2013, Nhap Luu 
will welcome seven more sisters—six originally from Bat Nha 
Monastery in Vietnam and one who has Australian citizenship. A 
lay friend has been tremendously helpful, sharing her expertise 
and assisting with immigration paperwork and office administra-
tion—more hands to lighten the load.

I have been helping Sister Can Nghiem with her English 
comprehension and pronunciation, while she in turn has been 
helping with my Vietnamese. Sister Luong Nghiem has been 
instructing me on the bell, and I am tremendously grateful to her 
and all the sisters for their guidance, sumptuous food, and warm 
smiles during my stay. 

The conditions are basic at Nhap Luu, but the environment 
is quite beautiful. As I sit and write, I watch the sun set and I hear 
the crickets singing against the background of a new moon. We 
hope to see many visitors come, support the monastery, and help 
us to bloom.

For more information about Nhap Luu Monastery, 
visit www.nhapluu.blogspot.com or find Entering the 

Stream Monastery on Facebook.

Ettianne Anshin, True Auspicious Path, lives in Sydney, Australia 
and practices with several Sydney groups, including the Lotus 
Bud Sangha. She works part-time for The Buddhist Council of  

New South Wales, coordinating the Schools Religious Education 
program, and consults on community development projects.

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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In April 2012, Thich Nhat Hanh spoke in the Senate Chamber at 
Parliament Buildings on the outskirts of Belfast, Ireland, where 
former combatants and political opponents now serve together in 
the government. Thay addressed an audience of ministers, legisla-
tors, and a cross-section of representatives of civil society who have 
played their own quiet roles in supporting the peace through their 
actions in the therapeutic community, spirituality, social activism, 
regeneration, and investment. Mindfulness practitioners from the 
Buddhist and other traditions were present, including members 
of a local ecumenical society dedicated to the work and memory 
of Thomas Merton.

Addressing the theme of “building peace,” Thay began to 
describe how mindful breathing and mindful walking put us in 

I

touch with the wonders of life and support us in recognising the 
pain, sorrow, fears, and anger within us. His words took on an 
immediacy in the context of the journey out of conflict. “There is 
suffering inside every one of us. And that suffering inside of us 
may reflect the suffering of our own parents, our ancestors who 
may have suffered a lot. But because many of them did not know 
how to handle, to transform their suffering, that is why they have 
transmitted their own suffering to us,” he explained. “That is why 
it is very important to get in touch with our suffering, to embrace 
it, to listen to it, to take a deep look into the nature of suffering, 
and to find out the roots of our own suffering. And our own suf-
fering also somehow reflects the suffering of the world. That is 
why to understand our own suffering helps us to understand the 
suffering of other people more easily.”

He went on to describe the other capacities generated by 
compassion, including the art of gentle, loving speech and compas-
sionate listening, the tools for a new kind of liberation, a liberation 
of hearts and minds. Recalling his proposal after 9/11 for organized 
sessions of deep listening and workshops with Palestinians and 
Israelis in Plum Village, Thay issued a similar invitation in Belfast. 
He called for wise and compassionate people to lead sessions 
of deep listening and loving speech, and for such sessions to be 
televised. He offered this suggestion not as a political solution but 
as a spiritual practice with the power to heal and transform and 
prepare the ground for political solutions to come more easily. 

Peace Is Personal and Political
Martina Anderson, then a Junior Minister who has now taken 

up a seat in the European Parliament, affirmed the need for leg-
islators working to build a better society to draw on the practice 
of mindfulness. She recounted her time as an Irish Republican 
Army prisoner in Durham Prison, when she was visited by Bud-
dhist monks. “I became very interested in what they were saying. I 
began to practice Buddhism with them and Buddhist meditation.” 
Holding a well-read and marked copy aloft, Anderson continued, 
“Little did I know then, when I was given the book The Miracle 
of Mindfulness, that I would not only meet the author of that 
book, but that I would meet him here in Parliament Buildings in 
Stormont, and that I would do so serving as a Junior Minister in 
the Executive.” 

Anderson remembered how the book stayed with her through-
out the years. “I have read many sections because there is one 
thing about life, nothing ever stays the same. The perspective I 
have learned about engaged Buddhism is something that I have 
also carried down the years. It is something that has assisted me 
as I have made my journey from jail to being a minister in our 
Executive,” recalled Anderson. “The peace process has at least two 
important elements for all of us. It has the personal invitation to 
examine our respective contributions and to mindfully embark on 
a journey of transformation informed by compassion; and it has 
a political dimension that takes our compassion and energy and 
enables a different kind of future.” 

Living History 
in Belfast

 
By Peter Doran

When Thay spoke in the Senate 

Chamber in 2012, his voice was a 

familiar one; it carried words that 

had formed part of a backdrop to 

the struggle and pursuit of trans-

formation in the late 1960s.
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“Today you [Thay] are visiting a very transformed society, 
one that is still transforming,” she continued. “It was not long ago 
that political opponents who now sit around tables in this Chamber 
could not enter into one room together. And yet, all of the major 
political parties are now involved in a power-sharing Executive. 
It has been a difficult journey for some, but for many of us it is a 
journey that has involved mindfulness, and that has been part of 
the transformation. Your message of nonviolent social change is 
as relevant today as when you wrote to and later met with Martin 
Luther King Jr. regarding the war in Vietnam. There are, perhaps, 
phases of struggle where different approaches are felt to be more 
appropriate, but I have no doubt that we are living in a society 
where the challenge of nonviolent social change is one that we 
have embarked upon, and we are building a society that will 
be at peace with itself. In building that peace we know we will 
have to respect each other and understand each other in order to 
meaningfully engage with one another; and most importantly, we 
need to remember our interconnectedness, our compassion, and 
common humanity.”

As lead sponsor of Thay’s visit to Parliament Buildings, Conall 
McDevitt, also a Member of the Legislative Assembly, said it was 
wonderful “to be in the presence of living history.” As a member of 
John Hume’s Social Democratic and Labour Party, which grew out 
of the civil rights struggles of the late 1960s, McDevitt represents 
a generation who took to the streets in the north of Ireland with 
the speeches of Martin Luther King Jr. ringing in their ears. The 
debates on the merits of nonviolent social change also crossed the 

Atlantic in that period. When Thay spoke in the Senate Chamber in 
2012, his voice was a familiar one; it carried words that had formed 
part of a backdrop to the struggle and pursuit of transformation 
in the late 1960s. It was a voice that found a ready echo in the 
lives of those in our community for whom mindfulness formed 
part of a new story of personal liberation that helped to unlock 
history for all of us.

The visit by Thich Nhat Hanh to Parliament Buildings was 
sponsored by Members of the Legislative Assembly who repre-
sent the Social Democratic and Labour Party, the Ulster Unionist 
Party, and the Alliance Party. He was initially received by the 
Democratic Unionist Party Speaker, William Hay. Sinn Fein was 
represented at the event by two Ministers, its Chairman, and other 
party members and staff. 

Dr. Peter Doran is a lecturer 
in environmental law and 

sustainable development at 
Queens University, Belfast. 

His research interests include 
mindfulness and sustainable 

consumption. He practices 
at the Black Mountain Zen 

Centre and worked on 
the Mindfulness Ireland 

organising team  
on the Belfast leg of   

Thay’s visit to Ireland.

Thich Nhat Hanh with Martina Anderson photo courtesy of Peter Doran
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In 2007, I went to Saigon and Hue on the second segment of Thay’s 
trip to Vietnam. I attended a number of ceremonies that he led in 
various temples to heal the wounds and lost souls of the war. The 
powerful healing ceremonies went on for hours, overnight even. 
Six million people were killed; the figure is staggering. Many 
bodies were never even found. 

I was “born and bred” in Belfast, Northern Ireland, and grew 
up in “The Troubles,” during which over 3,500 people were killed. 
The people of my country have a lot of heartache, pain, and suf-
fering still as a hangover of the conflict here, even though we are 
now years into a peace process. 

As I sat in the temple surrounded by Vietnamese, who bowed 
to us Westerners in our Ao Trang (Vietnamese traditional dress), 
the scale of the Vietnam War seemed impossible to even imagine. 
Spontaneously, I had a thought: I wish Thay would come to Belfast 
and do this. Wow, the idea was beyond my wildest dreams. With 
the help of the wonderful people of Mindfulness Ireland, especially 
Sister Jina and Brother Phap Lai, Thay did indeed come to my 
home city on 17 April 2012. 

His presence in Stormont (the Northern Ireland Assembly, 
our equivalent of parliament or the seat of government) had a 
huge impact. It was covered in all three daily papers and by both 
TV news stations. One of the local political journalists, Eamonn 

IThe Path  
to Peace

By Bridgeen Rea

photos by Valerie O’Sullivan
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Mallie, tweeted throughout Thay’s talk nine times—I’m not really 
sure this is mindful listening, but perhaps the Dharma rain entered 
somewhere. I was delighted that so many people got to hear Thay’s 
name and see his picture and hear a sound bite of his message. In 
fact, three NEW Sanghas have sprouted as a direct result! 

I had spent nine months preparing for this one day, so when 
Thay arrived, I was just bursting with nervous excitement and joy! 
As I led Thay and the accompanying monastic Sangha along the 
marble corridors of power, Thay paused and put his hand at the 
small of my back, leaned in, and said, “Walking meditation.” Of 
course! This is what I still need to learn every day. In fact now 
I think I might have dreamt it, as in my head he says, “Walking 
meditation, my dear.” 

Thay spoke to the waiting crowd of the local public, whom he 
would lead on a walking meditation to the bottom of the Stormont 
Mile on the government estate. He explained a little about walking 
meditation: “I breathe in and take one step. I breathe out, I take 
one step, and I arrive in the kingdom of heaven.” As he said the 
last three words, the sun came from behind the clouds and shone 

directly on his face, perhaps reflecting the dreamlike quality the 
day seemed to be having for me. 

When we got to the bottom of the hill we sat in meditation just 
like I have done in Plum Village, in Blue Cliff, and in Vietnam. 
How did this happen in Belfast? 

As for healing the wounds of the conflict in Ireland, I believe 
it was another important step on the path to peace, an encourage-
ment to work for peace inside ourselves and in our community, a 
significant day to build new dreams on. 

Bridgeen Rea, True Profound 
Happiness, has been practising in 

the Plum Village tradition since 2005 
and has invited a Sangha to gather 
in her home since 2007. She works 
in public relations for the Executive 

Information Service of  the Northern 
Ireland Government and is studying 

for a master’s degree in mindfulness 
at the University of  Bangor in Wales.

“I breathe in and take one step. I breathe out, I take one step,  

and I arrive in the kingdom of heaven.”
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We had the chance to enjoy the 

lush, green backdrop during 

a walking meditation that the 

Sangha undertook together, 

which ended in a picnic lunch 

on the grass overlooking the 

sparkling Lakes of Killarney.

The realisation of a long-held vision of the Irish Sangha was 
brought to fruition when dear Thay and fifty monastics were joy-
fully welcomed to Irish soil and led a four-day retreat in Killarney, 
County Kerry in April 2012. It was the first Irish-based retreat to 
be held on this scale. 

The level of public interest in joining the retreat dawned on 
many of us on the organising team months before, when we had 
T

to expand our original capacity to enable more and more people 
to attend. In the end, around 790 retreatants came on the retreat, 
including over eighty children aged from babies of a few months 
old (one just days away from being born!) to energetic teens. 

Killarney is an area of incredible natural beauty. The retreat 
hotel buildings looked out over Killarney National Park and the 
McGillycuddy Reek mountains. The Killarney Convention Centre 
auditorium became the beautifully decorated Dharma Hall, while 
two hotels and blocks of apartments on the same site and a hostel 
in Killarney town housed the remaining retreatants and became 
our haven of transformation and peace for four days. We had the 
chance to enjoy the lush, green backdrop during a walking medita-
tion that the Sangha undertook together, which ended in a picnic 
lunch on the grass overlooking the sparkling Lakes of Killarney. 
The famously changeable Irish weather held dry that day! The 
teens’ group also made the most of the surroundings by taking a 
hike into the park.

Playfulness and Healing 
The innocent and joyful presence of so many beautiful chil-

dren brought a palpable lightness and exuberance to this very 
special retreat. Many people commented on how the presence of 
the children created a quality of playfulness and how the great 
reverence for the children was apparent in the way they were 
involved and celebrated.

The children’s programme made a musical offering to Thay. 
They played a lively Kerry Polka on traditional instruments such 
as the tin whistle (beloved of Irish school children), the fiddle, 
concertina, banjo, and flute. Voices of the other retreatants joined 
the children in singing songs that generations of children would 
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have learned while attending primary school. Some children took 
the two promises in a very joyful ceremony. At one stage a preoc-
cupied little toddler wandered onto Thay’s podium, causing Thay 
to comment that the child was practicing walking meditation. This 
caused ripples of delighted laughter from the retreatants.

Thay’s Dharma talks embraced many issues that are current 
in the Irish psyche: suicide, abuse by clergy in the past, healing 
of wounds from the troubles in the North of the country. He also 
offered to bring a party of monastics to facilitate the bringing 
together of both sides of the conflict using deep listening and 
mindful breathing practices. 

Thay expounded on the Sutra on the Full Awareness of 
Breathing and beautifully explained the benefits and purpose of 
the “Namo Avalokiteshvara” chant, which the whole Sangha sang 
together … a precious memory for this retreatant. These Dharma 
talks and others are available on www.pvom.org and www.mind-
fulnessireland.org. Sister Chan Khong led deeply transformative 
and healing sessions of Deep Relaxation and Touching the Earth 
on the second and third days of the retreat. The Five Mindfulness 
Trainings were taken by many people in a very moving ceremony 
on the final day of the retreat. 

Treasure Trove of Joy
The springing up of new Sanghas, the huge interest in setting 

up others in counties that previously had none, and the meeting 
of a Wake Up group during and since the retreat, are a tangible 
testimony to the timeliness of Thay’s visit to Ireland and the em-
bracing of his message of compassion, hope, and mindful living. 
These new Sanghas are a beautiful flowering of the seeds sown 
before and during Thay’s visit, watered by the hard work and 

dedication of committed volunteers who worked for over a year 
in preparation for the visit.

Reflecting on my own experience of working on Thay’s visit 
to Ireland, I can appreciate now what a rare opportunity it was to 
work together with fellow practitioners for such a sustained period 
of time. When starting out, I didn’t realise just how absorbing 
and, at times, intense this work would become and how many 
challenges it would offer. I struggled to maintain my mindful-
ness and my equilibrium on many occasions, but it really brought 
home to me the high importance that this practice has in my life. 
I gained a deeper understanding of what my practice of mindful-
ness actually is in “real life” with all its perceived strengths and 
weaknesses, and how important it is that I remember to nourish 
it in order to maintain balance, perspective, and happiness. Very 
valuable lessons to learn! I am grateful to the family and Sangha 
support that was given so generously and became such a treasure 
trove of joy and laughter. 

A deep bow of gratitude to Thay and the monastics who visited 
us here in Ireland, bringing this precious experience of the Dharma 
to our country. Thanks also to our brothers and sisters in the UK 
Sangha who generously shared their 
experience with us. 

 

Caroline Dywer, Compassionate 
Stream of  the Heart, lives in 
Midleton, Co. Cork with her 

husband, John, and little daughter, 
Grace. She practices with the Cork 

Sangha, the Awakening Seeds 
Sangha (a telephone-based Sangha 

for parents), and the Clear Mind, 
Joyful Heart Sangha based  

in Midleton.

photo by Valerie O’Sullivan

   the Mindfulness Bell  27

emerald ISLE



28  Winter/Spring 2013

As I stepped off the plane and into Dublin on a wet and windy 
April Tuesday to hear Thay’s public talk, “Cooling the Flames,” 
I was somewhat curious how a teetotal pacifist Buddhist monk 
would be received in a hard-drinking, strongly Christian culture 
just beginning to get over years of bloodshed. Well, the answer to 
my question—at least if the sell-out crowd of two thousand people 
was anything to go by—was: very well indeed.

Following a calming meditation, Thay clearly and gently 
explained how the happiness we seek is a direct result of gen-
erating understanding and compassion. Moreover, as everyone 
has the seed of understanding and compassion, everyone has the 
potential to be happy. However, this seed needs to be watered by 
people who have first watered it in themselves. This gives our life 
a spiritual dimension.

For Happiness, Embrace Suffering
Thay went on to explain that nations, not only individuals, 

need such a spiritual dimension. After all, as the great Irish writer 
James Joyce put it: “Nations have their ego, just like individuals.” 
For a nation, the first step in this practice is the same as for an 
individual: to embrace one’s own suffering. Without doing this, 
it’s impossible to understand the suffering of others. 

Thay explained that he was in New York during 9/11. His 
advice to a nation bound tightly by immense pain and in deep 
shock was clear: first, calm the overwhelming fear and anger that 
had taken hold. Without doing this, both the individuals and the 
nation would engage in destructive actions. I glanced at a leaflet 
a lady had pressed into my hand outside the building barely an 
hour earlier that read: “One day’s war in Afghanistan could fund 
100,000 nurses in the UK.” I’m sure a lot of politicians who failed 
to hear or heed that warning were regretting it now. 

Once the mind is calm, Thay explained, the process of deep 
listening begins. Here, we just listen, attempt to understand, and 
say nothing. Even if the person has distorted ideas, we say nothing 
until we have understood their view. I was instantly reminded of 
another of Ireland’s great literary sons, Oscar Wilde, who said, “If 
one could only teach the English how to talk, and the Irish how to 

A

listen, society here would be quite civilized.” I wondered if he’d be 
happy to know the second part was currently underway.

Thay, seemingly aware that embracing one’s own suffering 
may not sound like the most fun to have on an evening in Dublin, 
clearly explained how this practice is both pleasant and easy. Un-
derstanding comes from being aware or mindful. If we’re mindful 
of the causes of our suffering, we’re also aware of the conditions 
for our happiness that are present: our eyes, our healthy heart, 
or simply having enough food for breakfast. When we get hurt, 
mindfulness protects us by stopping our own conceptions that 
exaggerate the pain. Mindfulness allows us to see that the causes 
of our happiness greatly outweigh the causes of our suffering, and 
we naturally become happy and appreciative. Thay pointed out 
that when one experiences this, then it’s impossible to view fame, 
wealth, and so forth as causes of happiness. Looking at the beaming 
and peaceful monks and nuns on the stage, it was hard to argue.

Towards the end of the talk, Thay described his studies of 
the gospels, and how he saw Jesus as a teacher of mindfulness. 
He lamented that the view of Jesus as a teacher offering practical 
advice is sometimes lost. This struck me particularly hard. Thay 
had perfectly laid out the need for a spiritual path in the lives of 
nations and individuals, but instead of pulling out a new, ready-
made spiritual path like some television chef, he showed how these 
qualities are present in the religion already here. 

And how did this go down with the audience? Well, I never 
thought I’d witness a rush on Zen calligraphy in my life, but the 
one I saw after that talk would have shamed hordes of old ladies on 
sales day. Everybody wanted, as Sister Chan Khong put it, to “take 
a piece of Thay home” with them. As if by way of confirmation, 
at breakfast the next morning I was greeted by a large picture of 
Thay looking serene on the front page of The Irish Times.

All Potential Buddhas
It was clear to me that the baggage I’d arrived with was not 

merely the suitcases. I’d brought a whole bunch of stereotypes 
that led me to see contradictions between the archetypal Irish and 
archetypal Zen practitioner. Thay had blown those out of the water, 
and now, in the warmth of an Irish bar, I wondered what else my 
preconceptions had caused me to miss. What are the parts of Irish 
culture entwined with understanding and compassion? 

I glanced around the bar at the people enjoying themselves 
and the singer clearly loving his job, and realized places like these 
are probably Ireland’s most successful export. Irish bars spring up 
over the world like mushrooms. But why? I hardly know anyone 
outside of the UK who would order Guinness, so it’s not for the 
beer. Then, it hit me—the craic (pronounced “crack”)! A word 
so associated with Ireland that there’s no translation to English. 
It means the easygoing, constant laughter and chatter. The next 
person through the door is welcome, wherever they come from. 
Ireland has basically exported places where you can go, enjoy 
companionship, and if you’ve had a bad day, hopefully get some 
understanding and compassion. 

To Enjoy  
the Craic

Receiving Spiritual Practice in Ireland

By Paul Lavender
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Then, like dominoes, the pieces started to fall: surely there 
is almost no greater example of reconciliation and deep listening 
than the Northern Ireland peace process. A four-hundred-year-old 
bloody conflict over governance was laid to rest through the power 
of diplomacy. When Thay described how America could practice 
deep listening with the perpetrators of 9/11, I intellectually un-
derstood and agreed. Simultaneously, I physically felt my anger 
towards those people. I don’t know if I could sit opposite one of 
them and remain calm. But that’s exactly what had happened here. 
Each group had infinite amounts of “righteous anger” to direct at 
the other, but they put this aside for peace. Gerry Adams, leader 
of Republican Sinn Fein, recognized at the conclusion of the peace 
talks that all conflicts can be solved by dialogue.

I’ve heard Thay speak in four countries, and I’ve never seen 
him change his style to meet the local culture. At first I found 
this odd, but reasoned that he teaches universal truths, which 
don’t change. In Ireland, as I watched him smile at two thousand 
people with the opening “Dear friends,” I realized the truth is 
more profound. I believe he sees potential Buddhas—some speak 
a different language, some live farther away, some have differently 
colored skin—and they are all the same in their potential to develop 
understanding and compassion. 

The stereotypes I’d brought with me were amusing and not 
entirely subjective (I come from Wales—an equally beer- and 

rugby-obsessed nation with an accent no one understands), and 
they probably held a grain of truth. Nevertheless, they’d also 
caused me to doubt whether mindfulness practice could take 
hold in a country that’s already shown the best examples of how 
to practice openness and deep listening in good times and bad. 
These stereotypes were more dangerous than I realized! I wondered 
how many times I’d been guilty of stereotyping others rather than  
focusing on their accomplishments and potential. Perhaps even 
more damaging, how many times had I done that to myself? 

It seems to me that on that evening in Dublin, a nation and 
an individual each received a spiritual practice. To practice, you 
need opportunities. Ireland has them aplenty: with the appalling 
handling of the Euro crisis and recent revelations about widespread 
child abuse, righteous anger seems, well, right. On a smaller scale, 
my limiting beliefs about myself, others, and entire nations seem, 
well, unlimited. I like to take to heart Thay’s advice that the practice 
should be fun, or as the Irish would say, “to enjoy the craic.” And 
to remember Oscar Wilde’s words: “Every saint has a past. Every 
sinner has a future.” 

Paul Lavender left Wales around ten years ago to go traveling 
and never made it back. He now lives in Switzerland with his 

wife and baby daughter. He’s attended talks by Thay in several 
countries and a three-week Summer Retreat in Plum Village. 
Paul is also a volunteer copy editor for the Mindfulness Bell.
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Bhutanese nuns with monastics from Plum Village photo by Robert Walsch

Much of the economic and ecological crisis facing mankind is 
related to overconsumption and mindless consumption of natural 
resources. Yet a change of behavior can only occur if we find 
other means to foster our well-being than through shopping and 
consuming. 

If we look at the roots of overconsumption, we find craving 
and unlimited desire. If we examine the roots of craving and 
unlimited desire, we reveal a sense of meaninglessness about our 
life, a sense of isolation we try to overcome by acquiring material 
possessions and new experiences. But the satisfaction that material 
objects bring us is very limited; the new car, computer, or smart-
phone bring us pleasure for a short time, but too soon, the feeling 
of isolation and the need for fulfillment return. In response, we 
continue the cycle of mindless consumption, buying more things 
in hopes they will fill the vacuum within us. 

Comparable to the cycle of addiction, the short-lived pleasure 
quickly turns to suffering and depression, and we become more 
deeply addicted to the habits of overconsumption as we try to 
create meaning in our lives. 

The feeling of meaninglessness and isolation will never be 
transformed in this way. Becoming a complete and fulfilled human 
being can only be achieved through training of the mind. Loving 
kindness, compassion, joy, equanimity, peace of mind, wisdom, and 
contentment cannot be bought, but can be trained. Mindfulness is 
one of the most powerful tools for developing compassion, peace, 
wisdom, and joy. More than any external circumstances, these 
qualities determine our true sense of well-being and happiness.

His Majesty the Fourth King of Bhutan first formulated the 
vision of Gross National Happiness (GNH). It measures the quality 
of a country in a more holistic way than Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) and is based on the belief that the beneficial development 

M
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of human society takes place when material and spiritual develop-
ment occur side by side to complement and reinforce each other.

As important as laws, policies, and government action might 
be for GNH-inspired development, I deeply believe that without 
a transformation of consciousness and mindset, GNH cannot be 
fully implemented. 

The Happiest Day of Their Lives
For this reason, the first workshop conducted by the GNH 

Centre Bhutan in cooperation with Plum Village was titled 
“Mindfulness as a Source of Happiness.” Four days of mindfulness 
workshops were coordinated with a delegation of brothers and sis-
ters from the extended Plum Village community and friends from 
Wake Up International. We targeted young people, who are the 
most subject to western consumerist influence through television 
and the Internet. It was deeply moving to experience how open 
they were to engaging in mindfulness practices: sitting meditation, 
walking meditation, mindful eating, sharing from the heart, and 
listening to one another with compassion.

Approximately five hundred participants engaged in the 
workshops. Some who had registered for one day returned for ad-
ditional days. I met mothers and fathers who told me that their son 
or daughter had come home from the workshop and told them they 
should absolutely join on the next day. Some participants said it 
had been the happiest day of their lives; others said they had never 
felt so much peace. When we asked who would like to continue to 
practice, nearly all of the participants raised their hands.

A princess opened the event in the presence of the Minister 
of Labor and Human Resources, Dasho Karma Ura, a prominent 
GNH Scholar, two Members of Parliament, and other distinguished 
guests. The princess gave a wonderful opening address, ending 
with a quote from Venerable Master Thich Nhat Hanh. We offered 

a calligraphy of Thay’s to the princess: “Peace begins with your 
wonderful smile.” It could not have been more appropriate!

Several Members of Parliament who participated with the 
young people approached me after the event and said they wanted 
us to organize similar workshops in their constituency and in all 
provinces of Bhutan. The Minister of Education joined on the 
last day and invited the whole delegation for dinner to share on 
mindfulness in education.

Original Radiant Nature
The participants were amazingly responsive to the mindful-

ness workshop facilitated by the brothers and sisters from Plum 
Village. The spiritual atmosphere that permeates Bhutan has a 
powerful impact on the youth, and although the lives of the young 
are heavily influenced by TV, Internet, and other forms of media, 
these influences remain superficial. Mindfulness, meditation, and 
ethical values are easily understood, and today’s youth are attracted 
towards positive aspects of life. It is still easy to reach and touch 
their wholesome inner being. Their original radiant nature is not 
too deeply covered by the distractions of mundane life. 

Several commented that the retreat had been one of the happi-
est moments of their life. They were also very touched when they 
watched the video of the Wake Up Movement and realized that 
young people in America and in many other countries around the 
world are also practicing mindfulness and trying to lead healthy, 
happy, and peaceful lives.

When looking at the faces of the young people who had 
participated in the retreat, it was obvious that mindfulness really 
is a source of happiness! It was amazing to see the shining eyes, 
the big smiles, and the happy faces. At the end of the workshop, 
the attendees did not want to leave and wanted to bond with the 
monks and nuns. It was truly impressive. They were full of grati-
tude and enthusiasm.

We plan to create a local group for youths, where they can 
continue to practice mindfulness regularly. We hope they will 
become our GNH ambassadors of mindfulness in their families, 
their schools, and their society. 

Dr. Tho Ha Vinh, Chan Dai Tu,  
is the Program Development 

Coordinator of  the Gross 
National Happiness Centre 
in Bhutan. He has been the 
Head of  Training, Learning 

and Development at the 
International Committee of  the 
Red Cross. He is the chairman 

of  Eurasia Foundation, an 
NGO working with children and 

youth living with intellectual 
disabilities in Vietnam. 

He is a Dharma teacher 
(Dharmacharya) ordained by 

Thich Nhat Hanh.
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The Felicidad family, originally from Mexico City, was spread out. 
Some of us had known each other a long time; others, however, 
weren’t aware of the existence of happy and enthusiastic brothers 
and sisters in search of someone with the same last name. But 
thanks to the efforts of our Sangha in February of 2012, hundreds 
of emails went out and arrived like a rainfall of flowers, inviting 
people to “Coming Home: The Road to Our Happiness,” the big 
family reunion to be held in April. The response was immediate. 
Thirty-six sisters and brothers accepted the invitation, because 
who wouldn’t want to come back home? Who wouldn’t want to 
find the road to happiness? Besides, Thay Phap Lac and Thay Phap 
De, two monks from Deer Park Monastery, would be coming to 
share ways of conscious living with us and to converse intimately 
with the earth. 

The location of the retreat, Casa Xitla, is a big old house 
surrounded by gardens in the southern part of Mexico City. It is 
a spacious place that invites one to withdraw and reflect; silence 
is the order of the day here. Thanks to the infinite goodness of 
Mother Earth, our encounter is dressed in violet; at this time of 
the year the jacaranda trees are in their most conscious here and 
now. Our hosts, a community of people in charge of administer-
ing and caring for this place, are an example of interbeing. As in 
a colony of bees, they organize themselves to live in harmony: 
they care for the water, use solar energy, protect the vegetation, 
and maintain a compost heap. 

On April 4, Casa Xitla begins to buzz with our arrival. The 
brothers and sisters who organized the retreat and the monks Phap 
Lac (Happiness Monk) and Phap De (Young Monk) await us with 

T their conscious presence. The smiles with which they greet us are 
an unmistakable sign that we have arrived home. Adults, some in 
couples, some with their families, and the majority alone, begin 
to fill up the space and prepare for the experience of the next five 
days. The majority of us come from bustling cities; we are full 
of expectations, with our minds agitated. The sweet sound of the 
bell, the conscious embraces of our sisters and brothers, the dim 
lights in the hallway on the way to the bedrooms, the shade of the 
trees, and the night remind us that we have arrived home. In an 
instant, all these signs come together, form a stream, and invite 
us to flow as a single river. “Happiness is here and now,” they 
whisper in our ears. 

The Fountain of Life
In the first Dharma talk, Brother Phap De delicately suggests 

that we observe in our inner selves the impulse to do things: eat, 
read, talk. He proposes, instead, that we walk or write. “Life comes 
from within ourselves; we can feel it; we can connect ourselves 
with the fountain of inner and outer life, all united.” Like an expert 
gardener, the brother knows that before planting the seed, we must 
loosen the dirt. He invites us to recite gathas. It’s impossible to 
turn down his invitation, knowing that we can cultivate flowers in 
the garden of the heart. 

At five o’clock in the morning, the bell wakes us, and a half 
hour later we begin guided meditation. Our bodies are tired; the 
majority of us aren’t used to waking up so early. However, our 
conscious inhaling and exhaling wake us up and fill us with joy. 
At 6:30 a.m., our sister, Norma Inés, better known as Hapinés, 
guides us down the roads of Qigong. With the noble bamboo pole 
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at hand and the sweetness of her voice, we travel to the interior of 
our bodies, feel how our muscles stretch, and begin a dance that 
connects us with the foliage of the jacarandas. The pivoting of 
legs, trunks, arms, and eyes lifts us to the clouds and slowly and 
softly allows us to take root in the earth. 

The morning advances. The bell invites us to share a delicious 
breakfast, which we enjoy slowly from the silent line. We share the 
table and the reading of the Five Contemplations. We eat slowly, 
looking to feel in every mouthful the flavor and goodness of all 
the beings who prepared it and made it possible. 

Work meditation offers us the opportunity to do chores in the 
garden, which for some of us are unusual; some chores are light, 
like picking up leaves and branches; others are heavy, like lifting 
and moving the compost. Cleaning and arranging the building and 
preparing food for the whole group are some of the other tasks at 
hand. We have the opportunity to learn and to teach, to lead and 
to follow, to see our old habits as we work, to smile, embrace, and 
be present in the here and now. 

At ten in the morning, the bell calls us to walking meditation. 
Our sister Gaby shares her experience: 

I remember that marvelous walk as an experience of conscious 
enjoyment that keeps love, peace, calm, serenity, and forgiveness 
alive in my memory. I return to live in plenitude and to understand 
and experience interbeing with my new Felicidad family, to feel 
myself as part of nature, to be present, feeling the caresses of the 
air and the heat of the sun on my skin. I feel how Mother Earth 
receives me and comforts my every step, and I see and feel the 
happiness of the monastic brothers. 

I remember Phap Lac’s talk about forgiveness. Nine months 
ago I’d signed my divorce from the father of my children and I had 
such an emotional charge that I asked myself how I could forgive 
myself for the guilt that I felt. I asked: ‘Is it strange that after years 
of sharing a life with someone you loved, you now ask yourself 
how to forgive?’ The walk was about to start and the brother said 
that we should invite our loved ones to walk with us. He suggested 
that we take the hand of one of the members of the Felicidad fam-
ily and even that we invite our absent loved ones to come with us. 

The sensation I felt is indescribable: I imagined my little chil-
dren, Emilio and Sofía, at each side, felt their still-tender hands, 
and felt the peace and love of being united as one. I advanced 
slowly and smiled genuinely and lovingly, with gratitude and re-
spect. Later I invited my parents and sister to walk hand-in-hand 
and felt the same sensations. Finally, uninhibitedly, with thanks, 
and in peace, I invited the person who had been my partner for 
ten years. I embraced him while I walked, thanking him for hav-
ing shared his time, space, and love, for having participated with 
me in giving life to these two gifts. I decided to forgive the things 
that we consciously or unconsciously did when we lived together 
that hurt or damaged us or made us uncomfortable and I smiled 
at him. We stayed together like that for a few moments. Then I let 
go of his hand and saw him go, smiling and relaxed.

Drops in a River
At the end of each morning, Thay Phap Lac and Thay Phap 

De, taking turns, offer us a Dharma talk. Next to them a Mexican 
sister or brother listens attentively and interprets simultaneously. 
During these talks, the words of Phap De and Phap Lac weave in 
interbeing. Phap De speaks of his own life experience and shares 
the stories of his parents and the seeds they deposited in him. He 
shows us how the spiritual life of our ancestors is connected with 
our own. And he invites us to recover the spirituality of the people 
who inhabited these lands before the arrival of white people. Our 
spiritual realization, he says, is a matter of integrating ourselves 
like drops of water in a river that has flowed for thousands of 
years. This moves us, because in Mexico, indigenous blood is an 
underground river that only awaits our glance to revitalize us with 
its powerful energy. 

Thay Phap Lac offers other seeds. With soft strokes he recre-
ates his experiences in the company of our dear master Thich Nhat 
Hanh. The words of Phap Lac have the power to bring Thay to 
our encounter: we can see and feel him; the voice of the brother 
becomes the voice of Thay. With simple stories of day-to-day life, 
Phap Lac reveals the efficacy of our practice. He shares a story of 
a single mother who learned to enjoy working meditation, and that 
of Thay, who, having suffered an injury in a crowd in Vietnam, 
sat down calmly to drink a cup of tea. Phap Lac is also a master 
of dispelling uncertainties. To a sister who has doubts about 
forgiveness, Phap Lac says sweetly: “The only help you have is 

 photos by Priscila Magner-Bermudez
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your happiness. Only love can cure—love with compassion.” This 
teaching is an outstanding moment during the retreat. 

After lunch comes total guided relaxation. We lean our bod-
ies against the earth, which generously receives our tensions, our 
tiredness, and our worries. With our minds we pass through each 
part of our body, we smile at it with thanks, we loosen it, and we 
relax. We listen to our guide from afar, as if in a dream. He sings 
to us a sweet song that rocks us and he brings us back, little by 
little, to the happiness of the present moment. 

The Dharma sharing at mid-afternoon is a moment of encoun-
ters. Some of us know each other from long ago, others have seen 
each other a few times, and there are those who are meeting for 
the first time. In two groups, each guided by one of the monastic 
brothers, we focus on practicing compassionate listening and lov-
ing speech. Little by little, our hearts open as we share happiness 
and sadness, presences and absences, hope and despair. We offer 
our loving presence to our friends; we receive their experiences 
and their smiles. 

After supper we have another guided meditation, and then go 
off to sleep smiling, crossing the garden of Casa Xitla in silence, 
now lighted by a moon full of the here and now. 

Like Water Reflecting
The second night, five sisters and brothers who have taken the 

Five Mindfulness Trainings share their personal experiences and 
reflections. The struggles and the joys of the road of Dharma parade 
before us. We hear that the trainings are like the North Star, a light 
that orients us. As the days go by, the question continues to arise: 
Who will take the trainings? Many of us are confused. We don’t 
know if we can meet the goals, if we should or want to commit 
ourselves. Thus three days pass. In Dharma sharing, some people 
express their decision to take the trainings. Others reveal confu-
sion or a negative decision. We all listen with care and attention. 
Eleven brothers and sisters take the vow to revere life, practice 
generosity, look for true love and fidelity, practice loving speech 
and deep listening, and procure a nutritious and healthy life. It is 
beautiful to share this intention, knowing that these trainings will 
take us all our lives, and that we are accompanied on this road.

One memorable practice is that of starting anew. One night, 
Laura and Jorge water their flowers in front of the community. 
At first, they look each other in the eyes and each says the vir-
tues that she or he sees in the other. Then they offer apologies 
for the discomfort or suffering they have caused each other. We 
see how their words turn into sun and water, the nutrients of the 

seeds of love and compassion. They give us a living example of 
the fourth training: our eyes witness the fact that loving speech 
and compassionate listening are the tools of the artist who cre-
ates reconciliation and peace. Later, Thay Phap De invites us to 
practice in couples. Some of us are with our life companions and 
we practice with them. Some are with parents or children. Those 
who have come alone pair up and practice watering the flowers 
of an absent person. It’s an intimate time, deep and hopeful. We 
learn that it’s always possible to start over.

As the days pass, we cultivate silence, but also listening. 
Mónica, Hapinés, and Laura help us to sing in key, inspiring can-
tos. We give thanks to life with our Chilean sister Violeta Parra. 
With Mercedes Sosa we remember that everything changes and 
with Fito Páez we offer our heart. Phap De teaches us an Irish 
blessing: “May love hold you in the hollow of her hands.” During 
the last night’s gathering we all sing “Cielito Lindo,” a traditional 
Mexican song, which our monastic brothers love. Three chil-
dren who have lent a special touch to our time together, David, 
Elías, and Sofía, sing the turtle song, and Fausto thrills us with a  
cappella numbers. His crystalline voice reminds us that we are 
like water that reflects what is beautiful and true. 

The last day, we finish our meditation by walking under the 
shade of a jacaranda. With the children cross-legged at their sides, 
Phap Lac and Phap De teach us the art of waking up the bell. Only 
five days have passed, but the conditions of the retreat have let the 
people of the Mexican Felicidad family recognize each other in 
interbeing. Without coming or leaving, neither before nor after, 
we embrace firmly and then let each other go. We know that each 
of us is in the other and that the other is in us. We leave Casa Xitla 
wide awake. We have learned to recognize that the present moment 
is a wonderful moment. 

Thank you, dear Thay; thank you, dear family.

María Jiménez, Felicidad Valiente 
del Corazón (Courageous 

Happiness of  the Heart), is 
a professor at Autonomous 

University of  Mexico City 
(UACM).  Maria enjoyed the 

retreat among jacarandas 
twice: the first time while living it 

and the second while writing this 
article. Two other members of  

the Sangha in Mexico City, Jorge 
Hirsch and Gabriela Rosales, 

contributed. Their voices are a 
vehicle to convey the sound of  a 
single river: the Felicidad Family.

Thanks to the infinite goodness of Mother Earth, our  

encounter is dressed in violet; at this time of the year the 

jacaranda trees are in their most conscious here and now.
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We are not noble by our race, but by our way of thinking, 
speaking, and acting. Nobility comes from thoughts that have 
understanding and compassion. We are noble by our way of life.

- Thich Nhat Hanh at the first people of color retreat,  
“Colors of Compassion,” March 2004

The summer day selected for “Living Beautifully, Living Solidly: A 
Day of Mindfulness for People of Color” in New York City turned 
out to be the same day as the Big Apple Barbecue Block Party 
with 125,000 people, a Hari Krishna parade with floats down Fifth 
Avenue, and a street fair on Madison Avenue.

Most of the more than forty individuals who came together 
on June 9, 2012, walked mindfully together through the smoke 
and smells and sounds of drums and cymbals. Afterwards, Brother 
Phap Thuat asked our small group to share the experiences of our 
mindfulness practice in this crowded city. The answers spoke to 
the deep settling we had been led to: “The crowd is made up of 
single people and we send love to each one of them.” “Sangha is 
essential.” “Today, it is easy to see that the fruits of our practice 
benefitted all beings.”

During the day’s practice, Sisters Lang Nghiem and Cu 
Nghiem and Brothers Phap Khoi and Phap Thuat led the People 
of Color (POC) Sangha in guided sitting and movement, mindful 
eating and deep relaxation, a Dharma talk, group discussion, and 
a question-and-answer session.

The Day of Mindfulness (DOM) brought together members 
of the New York Sanghas—Morning Star in Queens, Riverside in 
Manhattan, Rock Blossom in Brooklyn—as well as visitors from 
Philadelphia’s Peaceful City Sangha. Members of the New York 
Insight Meditation Center, where the DOM was held, also attended. 
For some, this was their first practice in the tradition of Venerable 
Thich Nhat Hanh. The NYI POC Sangha gratefully received gifts 
of a beautiful bell, one of Thay’s calligraphies, and the wonderful 
book, Awakening of the Heart.

T
The first New York City DOM for people of color in this tradi-

tion was held two years ago. Last year, the monastics concentrated 
on the many elements of Thay’s 2011 North American teaching 
tour, so there was a special sweetness inherent in the organizing 
team’s gratitude that the seeds of mindfulness could be allowed 
to again take root in New York City. 

From the anonymous responses to an online survey con-
ducted afterwards, it appears that the seeds did indeed take root 
and blossom:

I found the day to be inspiring, deepening my daily practice. 
I understand better that every moment can be mindful, like a 
meditation.

It was, as is always the case, a wonderful way to spend a day, 
in fellowship with other POC, deepening practice, listening to each 
other, and spreading metta in the room and beyond.

I connected very strongly with the ways in which we can 
practice for those in our lives who aren’t able to because of their 
paths. This was a new way for me to think about meditation practice 
as a kind of metta.

Although I did not feel as 
comfortable speaking in the 
smaller group, I was working 
on just listening and not feeling 
like I should respond to my ev-
ery impulse to speak. I greatly 
enjoyed hearing about other 
people’s experiences.

Angela Dews attended the 
first people of  color retreat 

at Deer Park, where she 
took the Five Mindfulness 
Trainings and was given  

the name Peacemaker, 
Strength of  the Heart. 

Living 
Beautifully, 
Living Solidly
A Day of Mindfulness for People of Color

By Angela Dews
 photo by Rachel Cheng
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What do you get when you bring together sixty lawyers for a week-
end mindfulness retreat? LAW—Love in Action With compassion.

Our June 2012 law retreat, “Cultivating Balance,” arose from 
the simple aspiration to share the nourishing practice of mindful-
ness with our colleagues in the law. As lawyers and a nurse teach-
ing in law school, we are keenly aware of the difficulties lawyers 
face every day. The practice of law in the U.S. can be hostile and 
confrontational, qualities that can interfere with our ability to be 
calm and at ease both at work and in our home lives. We knew 
that we had benefitted greatly from our mindfulness practice and 
we had seen its transformative effects in our lives and the lives of 
others. So we decided to create a retreat to nurture and nourish our 
legal colleagues, whose suffering we knew firsthand. 

On the first afternoon, lawyers arrived at Blue Cliff Mon-
astery with uncertainty mixed with openness. The retreat began 
with guided deep relaxation, inviting all to let go of the business 
of the week and settle into the peace of the present. Throughout 
the weekend, the schedule was relaxed and open, to encourage 
everyone to rest in the present moment and let go of the deadlines, 
paper piles, and arguments normally crowding our active minds. 
Over and over again through the retreat, lawyers expressed grati-
tude for having the opportunity to rest. They appreciated that the 
retreat was not crammed with data, facts, and figures—the usual 
experience when we get together for continuing legal education. 
Instead, the retreat offered each person space and time to enjoy 
the practice, a respite that was a tremendous gift.

W

Throughout the weekend, we remembered why we entered 
the practice of law: a hope to serve others. In our small discussion 
groups, we connected with many who shared a similar aspiration 
and who felt it rekindled by our retreat practice. We were willing 
to look deeply at our way of being and our livelihood, examining 
the difficulties and isolation that we experience in our profession. 
Near strangers offered each other the gift of deep listening and 
loving speech. Lawyers often find it difficult to share our hearts 
and express our vulnerabilities. But during the retreat, we could 
feel safe and cared for, as we shared our hearts in mindfulness. 
It was touching to see our legal colleagues begin to glimpse the 
nourishing capacity of mindfulness and to witness many moments 
of transformation.

We know from experience that working in the law can harden 
our hearts and take us out of the present. We also know how lib-
erating and healing the balm of mindfulness is, personally and 
professionally. In a profession where advocacy often becomes 
animosity, our mindfulness practice can help us be whole and 
happy. It can help us heal ourselves and take care of each other. 
After the retreat, we shared ways to be in touch and the hope to 
share another law retreat in the near future.

We are grateful to our fellow law professionals who opened 
their schedules and their hearts to share the weekend, and to Blue 
Cliff ’s monastic community, which supported our intentions and 
the retreat’s manifestation. 

Valerie Brown, True Power of  the Sangha, is an attorney-
lobbyist, writer, and leadership coach. She is a founding 

member of  Old Path Sangha in New Hope, PA, and 
became an OI member in 2003. She can be reached at 

www.leadsmartcoaching.com.

Jeanne Anselmo, True Precious Hand, is a member  
of  the Green Island Sangha of  Long Island, NY.  

She received Lamp Transmission from Thay in 2011.  
She co-founded the Contemplative Urban Law Program at 

City University of  NY School of  Law, where she  
co-teaches Contemplative Lawyering.

Leslie Rawls, True Realm of  Awakening, is an attorney and 
bar-certified appellate law specialist, and is married to a 

trial lawyer. Leslie received Lamp Transmission from Thay 
in 2009. She practices with the Charlotte (NC) Community 

of  Mindfulness and with inmate Sanghas.

Cultivating 
Balance

Reflections from a  
Retreat with  

Law Professionals

By Leslie Rawls,  
Jeanne Anselmo,  

and Valerie Brown

photo by Nicole Dunn
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The sound of the cold wind, the crunch of ice and snow under 
each foot, and the swish of heavy coats are the only sounds of the 
Sangha. High on a white ridge overlooking the city, the Sangha 
slowly puts one foot in front of the other. It is impossible not to 
hunch slightly before the wind.

It is January and many degrees below freezing. It is our Day 
of Mindfulness. Looking at my friends, I think to myself: Why on 
earth should we do this? I see the great blue sky before us, small 
birds hanging in the bare shrubs and bushes. The dim winter light 
scattered over the valley.

It’s hard enough to slow down and pay attention when the 
conditions are beautiful and comfortable. Most of the time under 
these winter conditions, I run through the wind to get somewhere 
warmer.

Here we are, approaching this noble practice under these 
conditions simply because they are the ones before us. As we turn 
slowly towards each other and sing one soft song together, I realise 
that we practice this waking up for what is right here in this place. 
This place is our home of mindfulness. Just as Sanghas around 
the world take mindful steps under whatever conditions are before 
them, so do we. Though it is sometimes a cold and difficult place, 
these are our mindful steps. For us and for all beings together.  

 
Tracey Pickup, True Fragrant 

Field, began the Calgary 
Sangha in her apartment in 
2003. She enjoyed walking 

meditation in the snow until she 
moved to a more coastal climate. 

She now lives at Mountain 
Lamp Community, a rural retreat 

centre near the west coast of  
Washington state, and serves as 

the Temple Keeper.

T

Snowy 
Steps
By Tracey Pickup

© Rahela | Dreamstime.com
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Love Poem
Yesterday a friend declared her hatred for Israel.

Another, his fear of Iran.

A mother dragged her crying daughter through the street by the arm,

and a man pushed his way off the city bus,

seeing those before him as obstacles in his path.

The waves of fear and anger 

rise high on the open sea

and threaten to erode this island

until the calm sand, warmed by the sun,

would lie buried under the raging waves.

This heart yearns to remain open

like the cloudless Mediterranean sky

permitting the sun to warm every being,

great or small.

These eyes desire to look with understanding

as the waves leave their mark on the island

and as the island leaves its mark on the sea.

These lips wish to bless all creation with awakening,

and these arms to discover loving and compassionate action.

Dear Thay, I look for your support and strength,

but Thay sits not in Upper Hamlet. 

Thay sits in meditation in Rome, in Berlin, in Amsterdam.

Thay touches peace with every step in Los Angeles, in Chicago,  
in Washington.

Thay listens deeply in Sao Paolo, in Shanghai, in Melbourne.

Thay eats mindfully in the countryside of Thailand, on the Sharon plain, 
and in Jerusalem.

(I have witnessed Thay’s birth even in Bethlehem.)

Islands are slowly forming continents.

I know how Thay would get off the city bus:

When one’s goal is to love all beings indiscriminately,

there are no obstacles on the path.  

— Bar Zecharya 

Bar Zecharya, True Adornment  
with Light, lives in Jerusalem 

and Rome. His seeds of  joy are 
watered by the Community of  

Mindfulness in Israel, the Sangha 
of  Bethlehem, Palestine, and 

Wake Up Italia, and he is currently 
exploring possibilities for a mindful 

residential community. 
photo by Helena Powell
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Thuy: The idea of having an online Sangha came to me when visiting 
Plum Village in April, 2011. I was lucky to have a one-hour consultation 
with Brother Phap Ung during my stay in the Upper Hamlet. I shared 
about Sangha building, the problems we were facing in our local group, 
and how to stay connected with people who couldn’t practice with our 
Sangha due to travel distances or family circumstances. Brother Phap 
Ung suggested using the Internet to bring the Sangha to the people, 
adding that it had been done before. A seed was planted.

Ali: In early 2011, I had a strong desire to practice with a Sangha. 
Our local group was meeting once a month, but this wasn’t enough for 
me. My mind focused on finding others in this tradition. One option 
was to sit online. I wasn’t sure if the energy of brotherhood and sister-
hood could be cultivated online, but I had an idea that it might work.

Thuy: Six months later I met my Dharma friend Ali during a 
retreat in Sydney. We had known each other for a few years, but hadn’t 
had much contact, as we practiced with different Sanghas. On the last 
day of the retreat, Ali and I went for a short walk, sat atop a big rock 
above a waterfall, and enjoyed the beautiful view overlooking the for-
est. We shared our experiences with Sangha, our visions and ideas of 
how things could be, and what the tradition meant to us. It turned out 
that Ali also had been thinking about establishing an online Sangha.

Ali: When I spoke with Thuy at the October retreat, I felt very 
uplifted. I knew if there were two of us, probably more people would 
be interested. In the meantime, I set up a site (peacefulpresence.org) 
to support people looking to establish a local Sangha. We could use 
the material (songs, talks, guided meditations, etc.) from this site to 
get started.

Thuy: At the beginning, it was hard. Our first meeting online 
didn’t go so well, as Skype was unstable and we found it unnatural. 
We switched to Google+ and worked out a Sangha program of sitting, 
singing, watching a teaching, and sharing.

Ali: After the first few attempts, I noticed the experience was 
very transformative—not too dissimilar to a local group. This was 
encouraging, but not many people were joining. Dozens of people 
were following the group in Google+, but no one actually had a regular 
practice. Fortunately, Thuy assured me that if we continued practicing, 
others would come.

T

Together 
Online
By Thuy Cu and Alipasha Razzaghipour

How to Join Our Online Sanghas

Below you will find steps to join us online. 
However, please remember that no matter how 
wonderfully we connect through social media, 
Sangha is not about the mechanics. We are there 
to meet and to learn from each other. We hope 
the mechanics will fade into the background over 
time, so we can focus our attention on the Sangha 
practice. We hope online Sanghas can lead to the 
formation of many new spiritual friendships, a 
very precious gift. 

Mechanics

The technology our online Sangha uses is 
Google+ Hangouts. It’s free, and up to nine 
people can join simultaneously. It has some useful 
features, such as being able to watch a talk by 
Thay while still seeing everyone else in Hangout. 
Since it’s a Google product, many people already 
have a login. They can talk with one another 
between Sangha meetings. Moreover, Google+ 
Hangouts is available on mobile devices, so 
people without computers can join, too.

You need an invitation to join one or both of our 
online Sanghas. You obtain one by joining the 
Plumline group on Google+. 

continued on following page

photo by Robert Felker
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Thuy: Before long, Chi Tri and Uncle Les came along. Suddenly 
our group became whole. We actually knew them already, having at-
tended retreats together, but as we began to meditate together online, 
a strong bond formed. Now it feels like we are siblings, coming from 
different branches, but actually from the same tree. We are able to sit 
together, listen to Thay’s talks, share from our hearts, practice touch-
ing the earth, and sing songs. We have laughter and deep sharing, and 
silly times as well. Together, we feel we are walking the right path, 
as so much happiness and joy come in these online meetings. Others 
have joined us—Dharma friends from Blue Mountain and Paris, and 
others from Poland and Germany. We now have two online Sanghas, 
Heart Sangha and Stillness Sangha.

Ali: As part of the journey, I came across an online group, Plum-
line, in Thay’s tradition. I spoke with the founder, Elaine, and realised 
it was probably better to receive the support of Plumline than to go it 
alone. When we first met, the Plumline family had two groups; now 
there are nine. 

Thuy: Ali suggested we extend our online practice to thirty min-
utes of silent meditation, daily. When you sit in a meditation hall with a 
Sangha, within the silence you can feel the collective energy supporting 
you. The same is true online. I didn’t realize this until Ali went away 
for a work trip. It was lonely sitting by myself, but whenever Ali had 
time to join me (even if it was at 3:00 a.m. in the U.S. or 3:00 p.m. in 
London), I felt his presence and the energy he brought to the sitting. 

Ali: Practicing online will never be the same as being there in 
person. However, it does have some advantages. I tend to travel quite 
a bit and the online Sangha allows me to stay connected with the 
group. Yesterday I sat with our group while in London; next week I’ll 
be joining from Hong Kong. We have yet to discover all of the ways 
we can connect online. One day, for example, we might be able to sit 
with the monastics as they practice morning and evening meditation.

Thuy: I think about this online group quite often. Ali is moving 
to London next year and you never know what’s going to happen. But 
I have high hopes for this group, knowing it’s a little branch of a huge 
plum tree, and each of us is a flower blossoming; when the conditions 
are right, the fruits will appear. Thanks to Thay, a line of plums is 
growing online. 

Alipasha Razzaghipour,  
True Fluent Energy, co-founded  

Plumline Heart Sangha with Chan  
Tru Lac (Thuy) in January 2012.

Thuy Cu, Chan Tru Lac, member of  the 
Lotus Bud Sangha since 2001,  
co-founded Plumline Heart Sangha  
with True Fluent Energy (Ali).

When you sit in a meditation 

hall with a Sangha, within the 

silence you can feel the col-

lective energy supporting you. 

The same is true online.

continued from previous page 
 

Once every four to five weeks, we open our Sanghas 
to those who have joined Plumline. We ask that you 
follow our guidelines, explained below.

Joining Plumline

Follow these steps to join us:

	 •	 Install	Chrome	as	your	Internet	browser	 
 (google.com/chrome).

	 •		Go	to	plus.google.com.

	 •		Search	for	“Plumline.”

	 •		Click	“Follow”	on	the	Plumline	page.

	 •	 	Accept	the	invitation	when	you	receive	it	 
 (this may take two weeks or so).

	 •		Click	“Join”	(big	blue	button	at	the	top)	 
 to log on to plus.google.com.

	 •		Give	Google	permission	to	install	the		
 software (you only need to do this once).

Guidelines for Joining Our  
Sangha Meetings

We hope that our Sangha meetings will be an 
important place for us to support each other, no 
matter where we live. To do this, we request that 
people engage fully with us, refraining from other 
activities (e.g., eating, browsing the net, etc.), while 
in Hangout. We ask that people stay for the entire 
Hangout meeting. When we are practicing together, 
small noises can get amplified; therefore, please 
mute your audio (unless you’d like to speak). 
Keep your video switched on. We look forward to 
meeting you in Hangout.

r ight  where WE ARE



On October 2, 2011, in downtown Los Angeles at the REDCAT 
(Roy & Edna Disney Cal Arts Theater), an unusual fusion of jazz 
legends and the Plum Village Sangha converged. The occasion was 
the world premiere of “For People in Sorrow,” arranged by Alex 
Cline (True Buddha Mountain). Cline, a world-class percussionist 
and composer, has been working for years to integrate elements of 
his mindfulness practice and our spiritual tradition into cutting-
edge musical expressions.

Dharma teacher Larry Ward offered an opening benediction 
in the form of his poem, “A Wild Thing,” written for the occasion 
(see p. 43). The concert was attended by many friends from local 
Sanghas as well as by luminaries in the jazz community, including 
Roscoe Mitchell, whose composition “People in Sorrow” received 
Cline’s new treatment. Sister Dang Nghiem, a Dharma teacher and 
friend of Cline and his family, contributed a Vietnamese chant 
which was recorded in advance and projected on a large screen 
above the eleven-piece band. In Cline’s words, “After accepting 
my rather unusual invitation, Sister D (as she’s known) chose to 
chant the following verses, presented here in English translation: a 
gatha for listening to the bell and the Verses of Consecration used 
as part of the Ceremony for Closing the Coffin.”

Listening to the Bell
Listen, listen,
This wonderful sound brings me back to my true home.

O
Avant-Garde 
Dharma
For “People in Sorrow”

By Karen Hilsberg and Peter Kuhn

photos by Ernestine Lona

Verses of Consecration
This water’s shape is round or square
according to the container that holds it.
In the spring warmth, it is liquid; in the winter cold,  

it is solid.
When its path is open, it flows.
When its path is obstructed, it stands still.
How vast it is, yet its source is so small it is difficult to find.
How wonderful it is in its streams which flow endlessly.
In the jade rivulets, the footprints of dragons remain.
In the deep pond, water holds the bright halo
of the autumn moon.
On the tip of the king’s pen, water becomes
the compassion of clemency.
On the willow branch, it becomes
the clear fresh balm of compassion.
Only one drop of the water of compassion is needed,
and the Ten Directions are all purified. 

Cline was inspired to rework this piece, which orchestrated 
a rich blend of composed and improvisational sections, in honor 
of the original composer, Roscoe Mitchell. “People in Sorrow” 
was first performed by the Art Ensemble of Chicago in 1969. It 
profoundly expanded the language of modern jazz, utilizing a wide 
range of small sounds and percussion to create layers and subtle-
ties of expression that helped define a new era of post-Coltrane 
modernism. It clearly made a strong impression on young Alex, 
who was a teenager at the time.

Cline recalls when he first heard “People in Sorrow” on the 
LP of the same name and, in the concert’s program notes, he also 
reflects on the genesis of the current project and the connection 
between being a jazz musician/composer and a student of the 
Buddha. 
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conditioned responses and suspending judgment, the unfolding 
transformations of the theme created a visceral experience that 
was transcendental for some listeners. The all-star ensemble cre-
ated a musical tour-de-force in celebration of Cline’s deepening 
practice and engaged life. Mr. Mitchell, who shared the concert 
bill, expressed his humble appreciation of the tribute and was 
obviously moved by the performance.

The ensemble featured: Oliver Lake (saxophones, flute), 
Vinny Golia (woodwinds), Dwight Trible (voice), Dan Clucas 
(cornet, flute), Jeff Gauthier (violin), Maggie Parkins (cello), 
Mark Dresser (bass), Myra Melford (piano, harmonium), Zeena 
Parkins (harp), G.E. Stinson (electric guitar, electronics), Alex 
Cline (percussion), Sister Dang Nghiem (chant, bell), Larry Ward 
(opening poem), and Will Salmon (conductor).

The CD/DVD “For People in Sorrow” will be released in 
March of 2013 on Cryptogramophone Records. Find it on www.
amazon.com or www.crypto.tv.  

 
Karen Hilsberg, True 

Boundless Graciousness, 
works as a psychologist 

in correctional mental 
health at Los Angeles 
County Women’s Jail 

and is a founder of  the 
Organic Garden Sangha in 

Culver City, California.  

Peter Kuhn, True Ocean 
of  Joy, practices with the 

Shared Breath Sangha 
at Donovan State Prison 

and Open Heart Sangha 
in San Diego, California. 

He coordinates “True 
Freedom,” a prison Dharma 
sharing (pen pal) program, 

and recently started a 
twelve-step Zen group.

“[When I first heard Mitchell’s piece, it] was an unprecedent-
edly miserable time of my life, but it was also an exciting time, as 
I was hearing a lot of creative music, most of it in the ‘jazz’ genre, 
that was tremendously inspiring to me, something that awakened 
in me a sense that perhaps there was something akin to a greater 
purpose in life and which I feel ultimately contributed heavily to 
my surviving that otherwise grim period.

“The music itself became like some sort of raft carrying me 
safely across seas of my own bitterness and confusion or a torch 
lighting the darkness. …While I didn’t know what inspired Roscoe 
Mitchell to title his piece ‘People in Sorrow’ (and I still don’t), 
as I listened to its meditative and poignant collective creativity I 
felt in touch with both my own suffering as well as the world’s, 
and was somehow consoled by the beauty and immediacy of the 
music at the same time. For me, ‘People in Sorrow’ was one of 
the deeply influential musical performances I experienced at the 
time that served as a potent example of magnificent validity of 
free improvisation and of the transformational power of music.

“Today, as a musician who chooses to follow in the footsteps 
of the many great artists who inspired me so many years ago and 
continue to do so, and as a person who aspires and practices to 
understand and ultimately transform suffering, this occasion holds 
special significance for me. Performing this piece offers me a 
unique opportunity to enable and enjoy an overt confluence of the 
streams of both my musical and spiritual practices. 

“I bow deeply and humbly in gratitude and offer this music 
to all who suffer, to all people in sorrow, that all may embrace and 
transform their suffering and find peace, healing, and happiness, 
the true happiness that our suffering helps make possible.”

The performance was not foot-tapping music. The listener 
was asked to let go of his or her notions of what can be defined 
as music or beauty, and to embrace the offering as practitioners 
learn to embrace all that arises in meditation. Letting go of 

Sister Dang Nghiem (on screen) with Alex Cline’s musical ensemble photo by Ernestine Lona



The bones of our ancestors still dance

At ease in the field of magic stardust

An ounce of poetry from long ago

The crane says, “I never saw a wild thing feel sorry for 
itself. A tiny bird will drop dead, frozen, from a bough 
of a tree without having once felt sorry for itself”. *

In the thick jungles of Costa Rica I was told mother

My mother had passed away 

Through the veil of no coming and no going she went

Heart broken I wandered for days

Walking jungle trails

Going no where but sorrow

Trapped in a cloud of sadness.

The cry of an unknown bird cracked open the moment

Ripe! Ripe! Ripe it was! For something, for anything, to 
heal my savaged soul.

Music of my roots rose up from the earth,

Like a rainbow bridge supporting every step as I climbed 
grief’s holy mountain

A path wet with the salt of bitter tears.

Sometimes I forget music’s vibrations can touch and 
quake places 

The Mind dares not go, kneading, holding, inviting 

With notes of wonder and surprise,

Healing pain, the pain of the second sorrow, created by 
an arrow fashioned by my own hands

Plucked from my own quiver and shot with my own bow,

Into my own heart.

Picked up on the dusty road of wounded souls

The sacred carriage of music lifted me up from the edge 
of grief’s deep pit

On the wings of sound I rode to the mysteries of grace 
and peace

Moment! By moment! By moment!

The music says, “Take up your rightful residence in your 
Hale Mana, your spiritual house.”

The music says, “Come on in, come on in, come on in,

Enter the clear light of sweet music.”

The music says,

“Take your stand on the back of the fearless dragon of 
wisdom and compassion

Let go of the gossamer threads of regret

Still attached to your beating heart.

Now catch your precious breath

Right now! Right now! Right now!”

Music is a wild thing

Music is a wild thing

Music is a wild thing 

— Larry Ward

*  A reference to the D.H. Lawrence poem titled “Self-Pity” from Pansies 
(London: Martin Secker, 1929)

 

Larry Ward, True Great 
Sound, is the director 

of  the Lotus Institute, an 
adjunct faculty member 
at Claremont Graduate 

University and University 
of  the West, and a Ph.D. 

student in Religious 
Studies. With Peggy Rowe-

Ward, he co-authored 
Love’s Garden: A Guide to 
Mindful Relationships. He 
received Dharma teacher 
transmission in 2000 from 

Thich Nhat Hanh.

A Wild Thing

photo by Helena Powell
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We Have a Dream

Last September, twelve enthusiastic people came together in the 
Source of Compassion meditation center in Berlin. Our vision: a 
green residential community in Berlin, in the tradition of Thich 
Nhat Hanh. We would be excited to have English-speaking Sangha 
members from various countries participate. Would you be interested 
in joining us?

We envision that in the residential center, all inhabitants will have 
their own apartment where they live alone or with their family. They 
will continue with their outside work but will live and practice to-
gether as a Sangha. There will be enough space for young and old, 
families and singles, locals and foreigners.

We are a colorful group of longtime practitioners; most of us have 
taken the Five Mindfulness Trainings and four of us are Order of 
Interbeing members. Our professions include naturopath, teacher, 
drama therapist, hospice worker, and film director. Among us are 
eager eco-gardeners and a vegan/vegetarian cook.

We are looking for more support. We’re specifically searching for OI 
members as well as for an architect and someone who has studied 
finance. It would be best if these people were also OI members or 
longtime practitioners who would like to participate in the founding 
of this center. Families with children are wholeheartedly welcome. 
If you also dream this dream, please get in touch with Aleksandra 
Kumorek at akumorek@hotmail.com.

Thich Nhat Hanh Foundation Sangha  
Building Project

Thich Nhat Hanh has taught us that without Sangha, there is no 
Buddha and there is no Dharma. Sangha is essential to our practice. 
With the awareness of the need to help build, develop, and strengthen 
Sangha, the Thich Nhat Hanh Foundation is honored to support our 
community with a new initiative—the Sangha Building Project. As 
part of its ongoing work to provide support for mindfulness teach-
ings and practice programs, the Foundation is providing a start-up 

Sangha support fund of $10,000 to develop and help build Sanghas. 
Current examples of Sangha support efforts include:

Dharma Teacher Support – Grants of up to $500 to bring a Dharma 
teacher to a local Sangha and community for a public Day of 
Mindfulness. 

Sangha in a Bowl – An offering of resources such as instructional 
and teaching books, a chanting and song CD and pamphlets, a 
photograph of Thich Nhat Hanh, “how-to” tips, and a bell. 

For Sangha support guidelines and a funding application,  
or to make a donation for the Sangha Building Project,  
please visit ThichNhatHanhFoundation.org or contact  
Lorri Houston, Foundation Community Liaison, at: Lorri@
ThichNhatHanhFoundation.org.

True Freedom: Prison Dharma  
Sharing Practice

True Freedom is a Dharma-sharing practice that connects inmates 
with lay practitioners through the mail. The program is seeking 
experienced practitioners with a long-term, solid practice who can 
offer support by corresponding with an inmate. This is a powerful 
way to engage our practice while nourishing those who are in great 
need of support and Sangha. If you are interested in participating, 
please contact Pete Kuhn at peterkuhnxx@gmail.com for more 
information.

For our incarcerated friends: This is not a social pen pal program, 
but is designed for those who would like to share about the joys and 
challenges of their practice. Because we have a limited number of 
writers, this program is only available for inmates practicing in the 
Plum Village tradition. Inmates who are interested may write to us 
at the following address:

True Freedom 
Community of Mindful Living 
2499 Melru Lane 
Escondido, CA 92026

photo by Robert Felker

sangha NEWS
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book REVIEWS 

A Handful  
of Quiet
Happiness in  
Four Pebbles

By Thich Nhat Hanh

Plum Blossom Books, 
2012

Hardcover, 62 pages

Reviewed by Elle Snow

Many years ago, on a meditation retreat in Santa Barbara, Thay 
and some children created Pebble Meditation. Like so many of 
Thay’s teachings, Pebble Meditation is both simple and profoundly 
deep. The practice invites the child to hold a pebble, breathe in 
and out, and visualize an aspect of nature and what it represents 
as a life-giving state of being. 

Breathing in I see myself as a flower

Breathing out I feel fresh.

Breathing in I see myself as a mountain

Breathing out I feel solid.

Breathing in I see myself as calm water

Breathing out I reflect what truly is.

Breathing in I see myself as space

Breathing out I feel free.

Pebble Meditation gives the left brain a tangible object for a child/
practitioner to focus on (the pebble) as the right brain is opened 
to the abstraction of possibility. The whole brain is engaged as 
the pebble and the abstract are unified through touching what is 
evoked of the four elements in their symbolic representation of 
flower, water, mountain, and space. Through the “touchstone” of 
each aspect of nature, we can open ourselves to the transcendent 
wisdom of their correlates: fresh, clear, solid, and free.

A Handful of Quiet is a sweet book that has a great deal to offer 
children of all ages. In accessible language and with gentle illus-
tration, it provides a way for a caring adult to introduce medita-
tion, mindfulness, and nature to a child. It offers sixty pages of 
activities and tools in which to develop a relationship with Pebble 
Meditation. There is a section with practice pages where a child 
can name the moments when she has felt quiet or free. Also, Thay 
walks a child through a drawing activity. And there are steps for 
how to make a pebble meditation bag. Perhaps my favorite are the 
series of pages that begin with one, then two, then three, then four 
small blue watercolor splotches for the child to set his pebbles on 
as he does each step of the meditation.

Teaching a cherished child the skill of mindful awareness is one 
of the greatest gifts we can give. A Handful of Quiet is not only a 

lovely book; it is a way to engage a child though story, activity, and 
relationship. It is a bridge between a wise adult and an innocent 
child. It is a way to plant seeds through pebbles! 

Fear
Essential Wisdom for  
Getting Through  
the Storm

By Thich Nhat Hanh

Harper One, 2012

Softcover, 156 pages

Reviewed by Judith Toy,  
True Door of Peace 

It has been said that all of our negative emotions boil down to fear. 
So it’s no surprise that our beloved teacher has written a book that 
serves as an antidote to fear. As I write this review, just before 
the national elections on November 6, a fierce hurricane is slowly 
descending upon the East Coast of the U.S. The news media is 
shouting and magnifying our worst fears, and is even turning them 
into tools for political gain. This type of fear-mongering is actually 
a storm in itself, for it creates a culture of fear, which Thay teaches 
us, in this small but potent book, to counteract with mindful living. 

The Buddha taught that while there is suffering, through mindful-
ness we can transform our suffering into peace, stability, and joy. In 
the Introduction, Thay discusses how we cannot make our fears go 
away by ignoring them, and that to bury our fears is to give them 
even more dominion over us. He offers specific methods for how 
to live fully in the here and now, so that we are no longer battered 
by the modern storm of fear and anxiety. In reading Thay’s book we 
learn that we can, indeed, transform the roots of fear from within. 

Nowadays we often use shopping, alcohol, drugs, TV, films, books, 
and even conversations to distract ourselves from fear. By acting 
in this way, we unwittingly feed the storm. “If you stop running 
after the object of your craving,” writes the author, “—whether it’s 
a person, a thing or an idea—your fear will dissipate.” This notion 
reminds me of an old saying by the hippie philosopher Thaddeus 
Golas: “If you can’t find it where you are standing, where do you 
expect to wander in search of it?”

Thay points out that when we act out of fear, we actually foster 
a culture of fear, and that the antidote to this oppressive cycle is 
mindful living. He encourages us to drop our isolated egos in favor 
of our communities and the world at large. When we remain in 
regular contact with our spiritual community and walk in peace 
with our Sangha, we help break the cycle of fear and provide a 
balm for all beings. 
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book REVIEWS

Deep  
Relaxation  
Coming Home  
to Your Body

By Sister Chan Khong

Parallax Press, 2013

Hardcover, 40 pages, 
with CD

Reviewed by Gary Gach, True Platform of Light

Whether you are new to our practice or a long-term beginner, you 
might agree how marvelous is its integration of body, feelings, 
and mind as one. We start with our bodies, return to our bodies. 
Even when our minds wander, our bodies are always here, fully 
present (with a lifetime guarantee on that fact). Our bodies can be 
wise teachers, messengers of the entire universe. After hundreds 
of years of their evolution, it’s nice to enjoy a little guidance in 
their everyday manners of operation.

If you’ve ever enjoyed a retreat with Thay Nhat Hanh and the Plum 
Village monastics, you’ve already experienced deep relaxation, 
taught perhaps by a bodhisattva. Yes, I’m watering flowers in Sister 
Chan Khong’s window garden. How vividly (and bodily) I still 
remember the greatly pleasurable surprise in first learning deep 
relaxation from her. How important it is to bring the nonverbal 
wisdom of our body from the background into the foreground 
of our awareness. Our body’s generosity to us, immeasurable, 
ceaseless, and selfless, can be reciprocated with gratitude. How 
marvelous! And so deeply relaxing, renewing, and refreshing. 

That was only my own initial response; you may find it for your-
self. It may be one of the most ancient human rituals, visualizing 
ourselves bodily in a sequence (“toe bone connected to the foot 
bone,” etc.). Our practice, sometimes known as the body scan, 
originates with the Buddha. As our Sangha publishing practice 
group, Parallax Press, offers this precious jewel to the world, it 
now ripples out like rings of a tree trunk. Don’t you wish all the 
world could know, enjoy, and share total relaxation? May it be so.

This book with CD makes deep relaxation easily and widely 
available, like a broad river flowing out to sea. Following an apt 
introduction by our teacher, the guided meditation is presented in 
both short and long forms. On the CD, the meditations are read 
by Sister Chan Khong, Thay, Joseph Emet, Jean-Pierre Maradan, 
and Sister Doan Nghiem. The CD includes lovely songs sung by 
Sister Chan Khong in English, French, and Vietnamese. 

For a lifetime of mindful living, this provides indispensable  
training and a beautiful gift. Total relaxation restores us to our 
organic integrity and our original nature. Recommended for  
every body. 

 

Work
How to Find Joy and  
Meaning in Each  
Hour of the Day

By Thich Nhat Hanh

Parallax Press, 2012 

Paperback, 120 pages 

Reviewed by  
Natascha Bruckner

As practitioners, we know that mindfulness can happen only in 
the present moment and that every action can be a meditation. But 
sometimes, caught up in a busy schedule, we forget. Thay’s new 
book, Work: How to Find Joy and Meaning in Each Hour of the 
Day, shows us precisely how each daily activity can be a place 
to savor our life. 

Thay shines a spotlight on all aspects of our day, beginning with 
waking up in the morning. Rather than hurrying to get up, we 
can set an intention about how we want to live today. What is our 
deepest desire? Will it bring nourishment? With each morning 
routine, we return to mindfulness, guided by the gathas (poems) 
in this book. Thay reminds us that every action, from brushing our 
teeth to leaving for work, may be a practice of freedom. “Every 
time we walk out the door, even if we’re just on the way to our 
car to go to work, we can take the time to notice that the great 
Earth bodhisattva is all around us, nourishing and sustaining us.”

Thay’s spotlight penetrates into places where we could practice 
more wholeheartedly, such as sitting at our desk at work. He asks, 
“What is the quality of our sitting? … Even if we have a rare 
moment of quiet at our desks, we talk on the phone or browse 
the internet. We are workaholics. We always need to be doing 
something.” Thay invites us to take breaks and sit without effort 
or purpose, to be happy, like a Buddha. 

The book is also a guide for handling strong emotions at work. 
Thay gives specific instructions for dealing with anger, restoring 
good communication, and engaging in loving speech and deep lis-
tening. The chapter “A New Way of Working” shares alternatives to 
the culture of competition that is likely to destroy us. Thay presents 
the three kinds of power that can make us happy: understanding, 
love, and letting go. The final chapter, “Thirty Ways to Reduce 
Stress at Work,” offers jewels to help us deepen our joy every day. 

Work shows us how to embody the truth that when we live mind-
fully, every activity of the day—whether answering the phone or 
cleaning the toilet—can liberate us. Our workday doesn’t need to 
oppress or restrict us. In fact, our livelihood can become a raft 
gently floating us to the shore of awakening. 
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book REVIEWS 

The Road  
That Teaches
Lessons in Transformation  
through Travel

By Valerie Brown 

Quakerbridge Media of Friends 
General Congress, 2012 

Softcover, 152 pages

Reviewed by Judith Toy, True 
Door of Peace 

The rambling spirit of this well-organized pilgrim’s primer seems 
woven into the wind. This travel guide not only provides tips for 
exploring the sacred world on foot, but also includes tales of exqui-
site detail and the author’s own personal revelations from the road. 

Each chapter contains a small gift in the form of a question to ask 
ourselves, which may equate to a Quaker query or a Zen koan. 
At one point, the traveler arrives at a place with two fields: “Two 
plots, side by side, one wild and one tamed, are much like two 
competing forces in my life. … How do I acknowledge the wild 

parts of me, that want to plant garlic in a high desert farm, to 
Mambo well, and to learn to weave from a Navajo woman? The 
questions are deeper than the answers.”

Following in Brown’s footsteps, we hear the echo of our teacher—
“I have arrived, I am home”—wherever we go. We travel with 
Brown through the famous El Camino, the enchanted Irish Isle of 
Iona, the sacred temples of India, Japan’s traditional pilgrimage 
route through rocks and temples, Shikoku Island, and places closer 
to home. With each step we are treated to historical nuggets such 
as the history of Indian Kanchipuram temples, which are dedicated 
either to Shiva, the destroyer, or to Vishnu, the sustainer of life. 

In the introduction, Brown suggests that we “[u]se this book as a 
prayer book and guide book for contemplation, discernment and 
reflection.” Her emphasis is on inspiration, whether she is might-
ily challenged by the weather or rough terrain, or taking a much-
needed rest. The end of each chapter contains a practice lesson in 
mindfulness, and the book even includes a Sample Packing List 
and Traveler’s Resource Guide. Peppered throughout, like blos-
soms along the road, are illuminating quotations, like this Spanish 
proverb introducing the section on afternoon tea in Iona: “How 
wonderful it is to do nothing, and then rest afterwards.” 
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