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good thing in one small corner of the cosmos.  
Just be a Buddha body in that one place.”

-Thich Nhat Hanh
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Dear Thay, dear Sangha,

At Deer Park Monastery on a dark spring 
morning, the great bell echoed through the 
valley, rippling against the songs of frogs 
and dawn birds. A monk chanted:

I entrust myself to the Buddha, and he entrusts himself to me.
I entrust myself to the Sangha, and she entrusts herself to me.
I entrust myself to the Earth, and she entrusts herself to me.
As I stood outside the meditation hall, absorbing the valley’s sweet 

fragrances and the loveliness of clouds and mountain, the chant sank in. I 
had been thinking about this issue of the Mindfulness Bell, themed “Mother 
Earth.” Hearing chant and bell, frogs and birds, I sensed what it meant to 
entrust myself to the Earth and to be her trustee. Even now, the idea brings 
tears to my eyes. Within this trust the tender love is unsurpassed.

In this issue, Thich Nhat Hanh generously gives us a guide for the 
radical surrender and gentle openness of such mutual trust. His beautiful 
Dharma talk invites us into the healing embrace of the Earth: “Let go, 
release, take full refuge in the Earth and in the sun, and allow yourself to 
be healed…. Allow Mother Earth and Father Sun to penetrate you, to act 
for you so you can heal.”

This issue contains tools to help us realize and honor our interdepen-
dence with the Earth. “Touching the Earth for Ecological Regeneration,” 
by T. Ambrose Desmond, offers a ceremony for opening ourselves to the 
beauty, suffering, and capacity for healing in the Earth (our body). The 
Earth Peace Treaty gives us a chance to commit to steps that will lighten 
our ecological footprint. May these tools be useful for you and your Sangha, 
and may you be inspired by the stories of farmers, gardeners, and others 
who lovingly tend the soil and protect life on Earth.

May you also find connection and nourishment in the wonderful articles 
on the Wake-Up movement in Bhutan, India, and the United Kingdom. 
Waves of young people are rising, joining together, and taking refuge in 
mindfulness and compassion. In collaboration with the monastic commu-
nity, youth are organizing peaceful gatherings in cities all over the world. 
Brother Phap Lai reflects about London’s “Sit in Peace” event: “No one 
who was there will likely walk by Trafalgar Square again without recalling 
that, with Thay’s presence, a peace was generated here and offered to the 
city and the world by thousands of people.”

This offering comes from the heart of our practice as children of 
Mother Earth. In a time of dire environmental circumstances, when our 
survival depends on how we treat our Mother, may we allow our love for 
her, for the Buddha, and for the Sangha to lead us.

With love and gratitude,

Natascha Bruckner
True Ocean of Jewels



EVENTS

WAKE-UP EVENTS
The Wake-Up movement offers mindfulness practice to 
young adults (18-35 years of age).

June 21-25 
Retreat for Buddhist Youth
Magnolia Grove Monastery 
Batesville, MS
www.magnoliagrovemonastery.org

June 26-30
Retreat for Young Adults
Mountain Lamp, Deming, WA
www.mountainlamp.org

July 10-16
The Economics of Happiness:  
Wake-Up Retreat
European Institute of Applied Buddhism
Waldbrol, Germany
www.eiab.eu/events

August 23-30
International Youth Retreat
Plum Village, France 
www.plumvillage.org

August 28-September 1
Wake Up Netherlands: Maanhoeve Retreat
Maanhoeve, 9574 Exloerveen, Nederland 
www.wkup.nl/calendar

CANADA
August 11-16
Mindfulness Retreat 
for Educators
St. Catharines, ON  
Brock University

August 17 
Public Talk
Toronto, ON  
Sony Centre

U.S. - EAST COAST
August 25-30 
Mindfulness Retreat 
in English
Pine Bush, NY  
Blue Cliff Monastery

September 1 
Day of Mindfulness
Pine Bush, NY  
Blue Cliff Monastery

September 7 
Public Talk
New York City, NY

September 12 
Day of Mindfulness
Boston, MA  
Boston Park Plaza Hotel

September 14 
Public Talk
Boston, MA  
Trinity Church

September 15 
Peace Walk
Boston, MA  
Trinity Church

U.S. - SOUTH
September 19-22 
Vietnamese Retreat
Batesville, MS  
Magnolia Grove Monastery

September 24-29 
Mindfulness Retreat 
in English
Batesville, MS  
Magnolia Grove Monastery

September 29 
Day of Mindfulness
Batesville, MS  
Magnolia Grove Monastery

U.S. - WEST COAST
October 4-8 
Vietnamese Retreat
Escondido, CA  
Deer Park Monastery

October 11-16 
Mindfulness Retreat 
in English
Escondido, CA  
Deer Park Monastery

October 19
Public Talk
Pasadena, CA  
Pasadena Civic Auditorium

October 20 
Day of Mindfulness
Escondido, CA  
Deer Park Monastery

October 26 
Public Talk
Oakland, CA  
Paramount Theatre

October 27 
Vietnamese Day  
of Mindfulness
Watsonville, CA  
Tu Vien Kim Son  
Monastery

NOURISHING 

GREAT  
TOGETHERNESS 

TOUR 

Thich Nhat Hanh will be 
traveling and teaching in 
North America in 2013, 
along with a delegation 
of monks and nuns.  
The tour begins on 
August 11 in Ontario, 
Canada, and ends on 
October 27 in California.  

For information and links to 

registration pages, please 

visit www.tnhtour.org.
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photo by Ron Forster

Editors’ note: This is Part I of the Dharma talk from  
November 29, 2012.

Good morning, dear Sangha. We are in the Assembly of Stars 
Meditation Hall of the Dharma Nectar Temple, Lower Hamlet, 
in our winter retreat.

Our society is not very healthy. Therefore, many of us are 
sick, and we need healing and nourishment. We have intoxicated 
ourselves with poisons. Our mind has a lot of poisons, like crav-
ing, hate, anger, and despair. Our body also has a lot of poisons 
because we don’t know how to consume.

Mother Earth has the capacity to heal herself and has the ca-
pacity to help us heal if we know how to take refuge in her. When 
the Buddha was teaching his son, Rahula, he talked about the 
Earth as having the virtues of patience and equanimity. Patience 
and equanimity are the two great virtues of the planet Earth. If 
needed, Mother Earth can spend one million years or ten million 
years to heal herself. She is not in a hurry. She has the power to 
renew herself. We have to see that. If we study the history of the 
Earth, we know that she has had a lot of patience, and now she is 
a very beautiful star.

When we walk, we are aware that the Earth is holding our 
steps. But Mother Earth is not just below us, under our feet; Mother 
Earth is inside of us. To think that Mother Earth is only the envi-
ronment outside of us, around us, is wrong. Mother Earth is inside 
of us. We don’t need to die to go back to Mother Earth. We are 
already in Mother Earth. That is why we have to learn how to take 
refuge in her. That is the best way to heal and to nourish ourselves.

Walking meditation is one of the ways to heal. Walking 
meditation is successful when we know how to allow the Earth to 

G
Take Refuge  

in Mother Earth
By Thich Nhat Hanh

Lower Hamlet, Plum Village

November 29, 2012
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Editors’ note: This is Part I of the Dharma talk from  
November 29, 2012.

Good morning, dear Sangha. We are in the Assembly of Stars 
Meditation Hall of the Dharma Nectar Temple, Lower Hamlet, 
in our winter retreat.

Our society is not very healthy. Therefore, many of us are 
sick, and we need healing and nourishment. We have intoxicated 
ourselves with poisons. Our mind has a lot of poisons, like crav-
ing, hate, anger, and despair. Our body also has a lot of poisons 
because we don’t know how to consume.

Mother Earth has the capacity to heal herself and has the ca-
pacity to help us heal if we know how to take refuge in her. When 
the Buddha was teaching his son, Rahula, he talked about the 
Earth as having the virtues of patience and equanimity. Patience 
and equanimity are the two great virtues of the planet Earth. If 
needed, Mother Earth can spend one million years or ten million 
years to heal herself. She is not in a hurry. She has the power to 
renew herself. We have to see that. If we study the history of the 
Earth, we know that she has had a lot of patience, and now she is 
a very beautiful star.

When we walk, we are aware that the Earth is holding our 
steps. But Mother Earth is not just below us, under our feet; Mother 
Earth is inside of us. To think that Mother Earth is only the envi-
ronment outside of us, around us, is wrong. Mother Earth is inside 
of us. We don’t need to die to go back to Mother Earth. We are 
already in Mother Earth. That is why we have to learn how to take 
refuge in her. That is the best way to heal and to nourish ourselves.

Walking meditation is one of the ways to heal. Walking 
meditation is successful when we know how to allow the Earth to 

G
be in us and around us. Just to be aware that we are the Earth. We 
don’t have to do much, we don’t have to do anything at all, to get 
healing and nourishment. Just like when we were in our mother’s 
womb, we did not have to breathe, we did not have to eat, because 
our mother breathed for us and ate for us. We did not have to worry 
about anything. It is possible to behave like that now.

When you sit, allow Mother Earth to sit for you. When you 
breathe, allow Mother Earth to breathe for you. When you walk, 
allow Mother Earth to walk for you. Don’t make any effort. Allow 
her to do it. She knows how to do it.

When you are sitting, allow the air to enter your lungs. Allow 
the air to go out of your lungs. We don’t need to try to breathe in. 
We don’t need to try to breathe out. We just allow nature, allow 
the Earth to breathe in and out for us. We just sit there and enjoy 
the breathing in and the breathing out. There is no “you” who is 
breathing in and breathing out. The breathing in and the breathing 
out happen by themselves. Try it.

We allow our body to relax totally, without striving or even 
making an effort. Behave like the fetus in the womb of the mother. 
Allow your mother to do everything for you, to breathe, to eat, to 
drink. This is possible if you know how to take refuge in Mother 
Earth. She’s a great bodhisattva; she’s the mother of all the bud-
dhas, all bodhisattvas, all saints. Shakyamuni is her son. Jesus 
Christ is also her son. We are also her sons and daughters, and we 
have to learn how to take refuge in her and to allow her to continue 
to do everything for us.

Healing Is Taking Place
We don’t need to do anything at all. Just allow yourself to be 

seated; let the sitting take place. If you don’t strive to sit, relaxation 
will come. And you know something? When there is relaxation, 

photo by Ron Forster

Let go, release,  

take full refuge 

in the Earth and 

in the sun, and 

allow yourself  

to be healed.
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healing begins to take place. There is no healing without relaxation. 
Relaxation means doing nothing, not trying.

So while there is breathing in, it’s not you who is breathing 
in. While there is breathing out, you just enjoy it. You say, “Heal-
ing is taking place; healing is taking place.” Allow your body to 
renew herself, to heal herself, to be nourished. This is the practice 
of non-practice.

If we observe, we see that Mother Earth has the power, the 
capacity to heal herself and to heal us. You believe in that power, 
which comes from your own observation, your own experience, 
not something people tell you and ask you to believe in. Mother 
Earth can renew herself, can transform herself, can heal herself, 
and can heal us. That is a fact. If we recognize that fact, faith is 
there, and we can take refuge. We allow ourselves to be healed by 
Mother Earth. While sitting, we get the healing. While walking, 
we get the healing. While breathing, we get the healing. We do 
not have to do anything at all. Just surrender ourselves to Mother 
Earth and she will do everything.

When breathing in is taking place—I don’t want to say when 
you are breathing in—you say, “Nourishment is taking place; nour-
ishment; nourishment.” Allow yourself to be nourished. You are 
nourished by the air, you are nourished by the sunshine, because 
the air is breathing you, penetrating you. And the sunshine also 
penetrates you. Father Sun and Mother Earth are there twenty-four 
hours a day for us. Even during the night, the sun is present; oth-
erwise, we would freeze. Like Mother Earth, Father Sun is also in 
us, not only up there, outside us. When I wrote The Sun My Heart, 
I had the insight, the vision, that the sun is my heart outside of me.

If we know the practice of non-practice, we don’t have to 
strive or fight in order to practice. You may believe that you need 
a lot of medicine, a lot of exercise, to heal. But the only exercise 
that can heal you is the exercise of non-exercise. Allow yourself to 
relax and release all the tension in your body, and all the worries 

and the fear in your mind, because these things are preventing you 
from healing. Let go, release, take full refuge in the Earth and in 
the sun, and allow yourself to be healed. Do this in the four posi-
tions: sitting, lying down, walking, standing. Allow Mother Earth 
and Father Sun to penetrate you, to act for you so you can heal.

It is our experience that no healing is possible without 
releasing, relaxing. So when you sit, sit in such a way that you 
don’t have to try, you just enjoy deeply your sitting. Nothing to 
do, nowhere to go. I just enjoy my sitting. With a half an hour of 
sitting like that, you have a half an hour of healing. You enjoy 
every in-breath. It’s not you who are making the in-breath and 
out-breath. You don’t have to make an in-breath and an out-breath. 
It will happen by itself.

The in-breath does not need a self in order to happen. I don’t 
have to breathe; the breathing just happens by itself. I just enjoy. 
If I know how to enjoy the breathing, the breathing will become 
more pleasant. The quality of breathing will increase, because I 
don’t try to interfere and to force it.

So the sitting should be natural, without effort. The breathing 
also, and walking also. Don’t try to walk; just allow yourself to 
walk. The walking will take place without you. Only be there and 
enjoy, because if there is letting go and relaxation, every step is 
healing, every step is nourishing. No healing is possible without 
relaxation and letting go.

We should practice this simple thing in order to get healed 
and to help heal our society and the world. If you do it for one 
hour, you have one hour of healing. If you do it for one day, there 
is one day of healing. This is possible. Make it pleasant; make it 
healing and nourishing. Everything you do, don’t try; don’t make 
any effort. Take refuge in Mother Earth. She knows how to do it. 
She continues to do it for you, just like during the time you were 
in the womb of your mother.  

Edited by Barbara Casey

You may believe that you 
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Editors’ note: This is Part II of the Dharma talk from 
November 29, 2012.

We know that there is a dimension of reality called the historical 
dimension. We live in our time; we live in history. Therefore, in 
the historical dimension, we recognize birth and death, being and 
nonbeing, you and I, as different things. The father is not the son. 
The father has one passport, the son has another passport. You can-
not mix them. The left is not the right, the above is not the below. 
That is what happens in the historical dimension.

In the historical dimension, we see things as separate; they 
exist outside of each other. Father is outside of son. A cloud is 
outside a flower. That is what we call the conventional truth. The 
conventional truth is helpful; it works in the historical dimension. 
It’s like classical science represented by Newton. We can apply 
that kind of science in technology and so on.

But now we have another kind of science, quantum physics, 
that goes deeper, and we begin to discover another kind of truth. 
In quantum physics, things are quite different. In classical physics, 
a wave can only be a wave; it cannot be a particle. But in quantum 
physics, a wave can be a particle and a particle can be a wave. 
And a particle can be everywhere at the same time, not just in one 
place. Its nature is non-local. So this other kind of science seems 
to contradict the truth seen in the historical dimension.

W
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A New 
Teaching on 
the Twelve 
Nidanas 
By Thich Nhat Hanh

Editors’ note: This is Part II of the Dharma talk from 
November 29, 2012.

We know that there is a dimension of reality called the historical 
dimension. We live in our time; we live in history. Therefore, in 
the historical dimension, we recognize birth and death, being and 
nonbeing, you and I, as different things. The father is not the son. 
The father has one passport, the son has another passport. You can-
not mix them. The left is not the right, the above is not the below. 
That is what happens in the historical dimension.

In the historical dimension, we see things as separate; they 
exist outside of each other. Father is outside of son. A cloud is 
outside a flower. That is what we call the conventional truth. The 
conventional truth is helpful; it works in the historical dimension. 
It’s like classical science represented by Newton. We can apply 
that kind of science in technology and so on.

But now we have another kind of science, quantum physics, 
that goes deeper, and we begin to discover another kind of truth. 
In quantum physics, things are quite different. In classical physics, 
a wave can only be a wave; it cannot be a particle. But in quantum 
physics, a wave can be a particle and a particle can be a wave. 
And a particle can be everywhere at the same time, not just in one 
place. Its nature is non-local. So this other kind of science seems 
to contradict the truth seen in the historical dimension.

W In meditation, we also see two kinds of truth. We see the 
conventional truth, but if we look deeper, we can see differently. 
We see that the cloud is not outside of the flower and the father is 
not outside of the son. Looking deeply into the son, you see the 
father. There is a way of practice that leads us from the historical 
dimension to the ultimate dimension.

In the ultimate dimension, we touch the ultimate truth, where 
you cannot take the left out of the right, where you cannot take the 
father out of the son, because things inter-are. In order to under-
stand, to touch this ultimate dimension, we have to learn how to 
release the notions that we use in conventional truth.

What the Buddha said concerning the genesis of the world is 
very simple. He did not say that the world is created by God. He 
said that the world comes into being because of the interconnec-
tion between things. He said: This is because that is. So simple. 
This is the teaching of genesis in Buddhism.

In Plum Village we have a simple image to illustrate this: the 
left and the right sides of a sheet of paper. The left cannot be by 
itself alone. The left has to lean on the right in order to be. The right 

photo by Robert Felker
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has to lean on the left in order to be. They are connected. Without 
the left, there is no right; without the right, there is no left. This 
is because that is. The same is true with above and below, father 
and son, and flower and cloud. Everything.

The Buddha taught that in the historical dimension, we follow 
the principle of identity: “A” is only “A,” it cannot be “B.” He used 
the notions of the historical dimension to lead us slowly into the 
ultimate dimension. That is skillful means. We begin by believing 
this is not that. But the Buddha slowly shows us that this is in that. 
He uses the notion of this and that to lead us to a dimension where 
this and that are one, are inside of each other. The notion of being 
and nonbeing can be removed. This is the teaching of conditioned 
genesis, the teaching of inter-arising, of co-arising.

This teaching uses notions and concepts to help us release 
notions and concepts. It has the power to connect us with ulti-
mate truth. The teaching has to be careful, leading us slowly to 
the ultimate dimension. In this way it can connect us with the 
ultimate truth.

Interbeing
In the ultimate truth, we use words like “emptiness.” “Emp-

tiness” is an expression that is equivalent to “God.” God is the 
ultimate, emptiness is the ultimate. Emptiness is the absence of 
notions and concepts. You cannot describe God with notions and 
concepts. You cannot say that God is or is not. To say that God ex-
ists is nonsense, to say that God doesn’t exist is nonsense, because 
notions of being and nonbeing cannot be applied to the ultimate. 
The notion of being and nonbeing can be used in the historical 
dimension, but not in the ultimate dimension. We need some 
skillfulness to move from the historical to the ultimate. The term 
“interbeing” is skillful, because it still uses the word “being,” but 
it helps us to get out of the notion of being.

To get out of the notion of being and nonbeing, you use the 
insight of interbeing. Nothing can be by itself alone. Everything 
has to inter-be with everything else. So the notion of interbeing, 
although it is a notion, helps to lead you to the ultimate truth. It 
helps you to be connected with emptiness. Interbeing means you 
cannot be by yourself alone; this is because that is. You can only 

Chart by Thich Nhat Hanh; design by Sarah Caplan
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inter-be. Interbeing is a kind of notion that can help you get the 
insight that will free you from the notion of being and nonbeing. 
Interbeing can connect the conventional truth to the ultimate truth, 
so it can lead you to emptiness.

Sunyatapratisamyukta. Pratisamyukta is “connected with.” 
Sunyata is “emptiness.” Connected with emptiness. There is a kind 
of wisdom called wisdom of adaptation, or wisdom of conformity, 
that helps you to connect with emptiness. This wisdom is the 
insight into interbeing or conditioned genesis. With this insight, 
you are on the way that can lead you to the ultimate truth. You 
need the wisdom of adaptation because this teaching can help you 
conform and be connected with the ultimate truth. So the Buddha 
and the patriarchs deliver the teaching on interbeing that can adapt 
and connect you with the ultimate truth represented by emptiness.

Restoring the Meaning of the Nidanas 
The teachings of the twelve nidanas, or twelve links, presented 

in many sutras do not seem to help us connect with the ultimate 
truth. They belong to the category of conventional truth. They aim 
more at explaining samsara, reincarnation. That is why we have 
to restore the nidanas so they will lead us to the ultimate truth. 
Instead of twelve nidanas, we can use five nidanas; that is enough.

The twelve nidanas begin with avidya, which is ignorance, 
delusion. Delusion is the better word. According to this teaching, 
avidya gives rise to samskara, which has been translated as “im-
pulses,” “action,” or “disposition.” Action, here, is like karma. With 
karma, there are three kinds of action: action by the body, action 
by the mouth, and action by the mind. So avidya, delusion, gives 
rise to wrong action, wrong impulses, the kind of energy that is 
blind and that will bring suffering.

Then because of samskara, there is vijnana, consciousness. 
Based on consciousness, there will be body and mind, nama-rupa: 
name-form. Name means mind, form means body. Because we 
have body and mind, we have six sense organs and their objects. 
Sadayatana, sense organ and object. Mental consciousness is one 
of the six. Because we have the sense organs and their objects, we 
have contact, sparsa. Contact, touch.

Because of contact, there will be feeling, vedana. Because 
there is feeling, there is attachment, trsna. Craving. Because you 
have craving, you are caught. Upadana. Grasping. Because there is 
grasping, there is existence. Bhava. Being. Because there is being, 
you have to be born, jati. And to suffer samsara, reincarnation. 
Because you are born, you have to grow old and die, jaramarana.

So that is the classical way of presenting the nidanas. But as 
we study Buddhism, we hear the Buddha speaking of nidanas in 
different ways. Sometimes he says there are only three, sometimes 
four, sometimes five, sometimes six. Twelve is only one of the 
ways to explain co-arising, interconnection.

When Thay was a student in the Buddhist Institute, he learned 
that these twelve links represent three times and two layers of 

cause and effect. The first two links, the first two nidanas, belong 
to the past. For example, in a former life I became deluded and 
did many actions, so I had to be reborn into this life. This life is 
represented by eight nidanas: consciousness, name-form, sense 
organs, contact, feeling, craving, grasping, being. After this body 
disintegrates, I will continue with the next life; I will be born 
again and die again. It’s very clear that the twelve nidanas, when 
taught in this way, aim to explain reincarnation, rebirth, but are 
not aiming to help us touch the ultimate dimension.

As a student, I also learned that there are two layers of cause 
and effect. What I have done in the past is the cause: the effect of 
those actions is this consciousness, this body and mind, these six 
organs, this contact, and these feelings. Because of the deluded 
actions in the past, I had to inherit all this. This is the first layer 
of cause and effect. Because I produce craving and grasping, and 
create being, these three nidanas serve as cause again, which 
will lead to the effect of birth and death in the future. This is the 
second layer.

This is the teaching of three times and two layers of cause 
and effect. As a student, I believed my teacher and I accepted the 
teaching, but as I continued to learn and to practice, I found that 
this teaching can be used only on the level of conventional truth. 
It is not Buddhism at its best, because its aim is not to lead us to 
ultimate truth, but only to explain the mechanism of rebirth.

Correcting Misinterpretations of the 
Buddha’s Teachings

Thay has found many problems with the traditional interpreta-
tion of the Buddha’s teaching. The first problem is that we have to 
understand the word “samskara” differently. The basic meaning 
is “formation.” “Samskara” means phenomena, things. A flower 
is a samskara. A tree is a samskara. A body is a samskara. Anger 
is a samskara. Anything that relies on everything else to express 
itself is a samskara. That is why the word “formation” is a very 
good English translation of “samskara.” 

We know that all formations are impermanent. The flower 
is a formation because it is made only of non-flower elements. 
The non-flower elements have come together and produced the 
flower. The flower has no private essence, no nature of its own. 
Its existence depends entirely on non-flower elements, and if you 
remove any of the non-flower elements, the flower cannot be. A 
flower is a formation. The same thing is true with a cloud, with a 
human being, with a tree, with everything. Everything we see is 
a formation. That is the actual meaning of the word “samskara.”

Because of our ignorance, we see formations as having a 
separate existence, as having their own nature. We see forma-
tions as existing outside of each other, independently. The world 
we are observing in us and around us is the world of our mental 
construction rather than the world of reality itself. We don’t see 
samskara as they truly are. So samskara are formations, understood 
as selves and dharmas, as things that exist by themselves, having 
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their own true nature, and they exist outside of each other. We see 
things that way because of delusion.

In the case of an enlightened being, a buddha or a bodhisat-
tva, delusion is transformed, and when the darkness is removed, 
the light is there. So in the case of the Buddha, instead of having 
avidya, he has vidya—wisdom, or insight. He still sees samskara, 
formation, but when he looks at a flower, he sees the flower in 
the light of interconnection, inter-arising, co-arising. He sees the 
flower not as its own self, or as something that can exist by itself. 
He can see all things, all formations, as they are: namely, without 
self, without permanence.

We also see samskara, but we see a formation as permanent, 
as having a self which exists separately from other formations. So 
there are two ways of looking at samskara, the enlightened way 
and the deluded way.

Because we see samskara as having true nature, we solidify 
our delusion; and because of our delusion, we see formations as 
having separate existence, self, and permanence. Samskara, for 
us, is having a self and an own nature; samskara, for the Buddha, 
does not have self or its own separate nature. That is the difference 
between delusion and wisdom.

The Five Skandhas Are Not  
of Themselves Suffering

The second weakness of this presentation is that if we have 
craving, grasping, and attachment to being, we blame our five 
skandhas as the cause. It is taught that because we have a con-
sciousness, a body and mind, six sense organs, contact, and feel-
ings, we have craving and gasping and being. This is the second 
set of cause and effect.

But look at a Buddha. He also has consciousness, he also has 
body and mind. He also has six sense organs, contact, and feeling. 
But why doesn’t he have craving?

We have craving and aversion, like and dislike. When you like 
this world, you want to survive. When you hate this life, you want to 
commit suicide. So you crave for being or you crave for nonbeing. 
Those who suffer so much, who do not like to be alive, they also 
have a craving—craving for nonbeing, very tempting sometimes.

A buddha has all these links, but he can produce freedom, 
non-attachment, compassion, loving kindness. So you cannot 
blame your body and mind for your afflictions. That is the second 
shortcoming of the teaching.

When I see the suffering all around me, if I have mindfulness 
and concentration, I allow myself to get in touch with the suffering, 
and I allow compassion and loving kindness to be born. These are 
very good things to allow to develop. That is why to say that contact 
and feelings can only bring craving and grasping is not true. It 
can bring enlightenment, it can bring understanding, it can bring 
love. That is why the traditional teaching on the twelve nidanas 
aims only at explaining reincarnation, samsara, transmigration, 
and can be used only on the level of the conventional truth. It does 
not belong to the set of teachings and practice that can be adaptive 
and connected with the ultimate truth.

So you have delusion. You look at a formation and you don’t 
see its true nature. You see formations as having a self, as being 
permanent, as existing outside of each other. When you see for-
mations in that way, as things that exist outside of each other, you 
think that they have a beginning and end, that there is birth and 
death. However, when you contemplate a cloud, you see that it is 
not possible for a cloud to die. To die means that from something 
you become nothing, and that is not the case of the cloud. A cloud 
cannot become nothing. A cloud can become snow or rain, or ice, 
but it’s impossible for a cloud to die.

With wisdom, the Buddha looked at formations and saw that 
their true nature is the nature of no-birth and no-death. If you 
touch the nature of no-birth and no-death in a formation, you are 
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truly seeing that formation as it is. Science is capable of finding 
no-birth and no-death. The first law of thermodynamics, the law 
of the conservation of matter and energy, tells us that the nature 
of matter and energy is no-birth and no-death. You cannot create 
matter; you cannot destroy matter. You cannot create energy; you 
cannot destroy energy. You can only transfer matter into energy, 
energy into another kind of energy, or energy into matter. But you 
do not have the power to create new matter, or to destroy energy. In 
this way, physicists, chemists, scientists can understand the nature 
of no-birth and no-death.

In the realm of meditation, if we look deeply with mindfulness 
and concentration, we can see the nature of no-birth and no-death 
of a cloud. A cloud hasn’t come from nothing, from nonbeing; a 
cloud has come from steam or from water.

The notion of birth and death always goes along with the no-
tion of being and nonbeing. The shortcoming of this presentation 
is to blame suffering on being. But how can being be possible 
without nonbeing? So being, here, should be understood as being 
and nonbeing. In fact, we suffer not because of being, but because 
of the notion of being and the notion of nonbeing. Contact and 
feelings can bring either craving or aversion, or compassion or 
freedom. It depends on how we use the sense organs and contact. 

So the traditional presentation is not complete. Contact and 
feeling can give rise to grasping, but also to releasing and freedom. 
We suffer because we cling to the notion of being and nonbeing; 
either we are afraid of being or we are afraid of nonbeing. But 
with wisdom, not only are you free from the notion of birth and 
death, you are also free from the notion of being and nonbeing. 
No being, no nonbeing.

In the historical dimension, to be or not to be is the question, 
but in the ultimate dimension, to be or not to be is no longer the 
question. You are free from both notions, and there is no fear 
anymore. You are not drowned in the waves of birth and death, 
being and nonbeing. You are free, and that is nirvana. Nirvana is 
perfect freedom, because you see formations as they truly are. And 
the true nature of these formations is no-birth and no-death, no 
being and nonbeing. With that kind of insight you enjoy nirvana, 
without fear, without craving.

But with delusion, you see formations as self and as per-
manent. You see them in the light of birth and death, being and 
nonbeing. That is why you navigate always in the realm of samsara.

So we need only five nidanas: 

1. delusion/wisdom

2. formations

3. birth –death/no birth–no death

4. being–nonbeing/no being–no nonbeing

5. samsara/nirvana 

Five nidanas. If you don’t have delusion, then you see for-
mations as they really are, and then you don’t see birth and death 
anymore. You are not caught in the notion of being and nonbeing 
anymore, and you get out of samsara: you are in nirvana. You don’t 
have to go to nirvana, nirvana is right there. Nirvana is already, 
since the non-beginning.

With some skillfulness, we can always begin here on the 
level of the conventional truth. With that skillfulness, we slowly 
get out of the conventional realm of truth. We use the wisdom of 
adaptation, we use the wisdom of conformity, to see the nature of 
reality, and to help people to slowly get out of these notions and 
concepts using the Middle Way. The Middle Way helps you to be 
free from pairs of opposites, birth and death, being and nonbeing, 
inside and outside, object and subject, and so on.

It will be very interesting if scientists of our time learn how 
to go the Middle Way, because many of them are still asking ques-
tions like, “What is the cause of the universe, the cosmos? Why 
is there something rather than nothing? Why?” So they are still 
caught in these notions of beginning, ending, being, and nonbeing. 
The wisdom of adaptation, the wisdom of conformity, help us to 
practice and to offer the practice in a way that helps us to be con-
nected with the ultimate dimension presented by emptiness.  

Edited by Barbara Casey and  
Sister Annabel, True Virtue

Calligraphy by Thich Nhat Hanh; photo by David Nelson
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London’s Trafalgar Square has long been the site of noisy political 
protests, rallies, and events such as a glamorous promotion for the 
latest Harry Potter film. Yet on a blustery, cold day in early spring 
2012, it was transformed into a meditation hall by the capital’s 
young people. The entire square was filled with four thousand 
people who had come together with no purpose other than to “Sit 
in Peace.” It was a landmark moment in London’s history, a silent 
and loving revolution. Thanks to Thay’s presence, people gathered 
and generated an immense energy of concentration and peace.

Like the peace walks that Thay has led in many countries, 
the “Sit in Peace” event was free and open to the public without 
restrictions on numbers, yet it required a lot of planning, com-
munication, and cooperation among many groups. The Wake 
Up London Sangha was invited to take the lead in organising the 
event—its first effort to organise something on a national scale. 
Much support and financial backing came from The Community 
of Interbeing UK. 

Beginnings
When Sister Hien Nghiem, Brother Phap Linh, and I first sat 

down to talk about Thay’s 2012 United Kingdom tour, we clearly 
envisaged a peace walk in London and also saw the possibility of 
a flash mob* meditation in Trafalgar Square, organised through 
Wake Up London. We imagined Thay could offer some words 
during the sitting and then explain the practice of walking medi-
tation. The Sangha would walk mindfully to St. James’s Park, a 
short distance from the square, and practice walking meditation 
in the park. Wake Up London responded very well to these ideas 
and immediately got to work, applying for permissions from the 

L London City Council and putting together teams for organising, 
stewarding, stage and sound production, publicity, and so on.

Members of the core team attended Wake Up Sangha’s mind-
fulness afternoons every fortnight because we wanted the “Sit in 
Peace” event, in all its various stages of planning and realisation, 
to be rooted in the practice. Things were going well until, shortly 
before the date of the event, The Royal Parks withdrew its per-
mission for us to use park space for walking when they realised 
we would number in the thousands, not hundreds. Permission to 
cross the roads also became an issue. Knowing how much Thay 
likes to have a peace walk, we explored all alternative walking 
routes leading from Trafalgar Square and even carefully crafted a 
personal appeal to the Lord Mayor of London. At a certain point, 
with no word from the Lord Mayor’s office, we asked permission 
from Thay to abandon the idea of a peace walk and to focus all 
our energies on Trafalgar Square to make “Sit in Peace” a beauti-
ful event.

Energy of Brotherhood and Sisterhood
“Sit in Peace” was scheduled for March 31, 2012, one week 

into Thay’s “Cooling the Flames” Tour of the United Kingdom 
and Ireland. The day dawned cloudy, with the threat of rain. Gusts 
of wind tore through the streets and through Trafalgar Square, 
chilling everyone who was outside. Elina Pen, co-organiser of the 
event and one of Wake Up London’s first members, recalls the day:

“I woke up very excited, having had only four hours of sleep 
because I was up late with some final organisational things. Two 
of us arrived in Trafalgar Square at 7:00 a.m. to oversee the setting 
up of the stage and sound system, and slowly some photographers, 
filmmakers, and stewards began to arrive.

Peace in 
the Heart of 

London
By Brother Phap Lai

photo by Kenneth Bok

spreading SEEDS



“We had printed two thousand ‘Sit in Peace’ cards, containing 
information about sitting meditation and Avalokiteshvara and what 
invoking her name means. As we handed out the cards, everyone 
was so appreciative to receive one—there was a beautiful energy 
of fellowship and of brotherhood and sisterhood. There were many 
familiar faces from the community we had been building up over 
the previous months, and it was a real challenge to greet and 
connect with everyone while also taking care of everything that 
needed to be done. We had a deadline of putting away the heavy 
fences around Nelson’s Column by 4:00 p.m., which was really 
worrying! But there was such a feeling of awe, seeing all the people 
there, and realising that everything is in place, what needs to be 
done has been done, and everything is happening as it should.”

Thay arrived at 2:30 p.m. and was guided to the stage, which 
was beautifully decorated with banners and sunflowers, where fifty 
monastics were already seated. Elina continues: “As I motioned 
Thay towards the stage, he touched my elbow and said, ‘Hello, 
Elina,’ very softly, and I was really in awe and so moved, as though 
I was showing Thay the community we’d been cultivating, and that 
Thay being there was in some way a seal of approval. What I was 
most happy about was that I was able to join the guided meditation, 
and I even took out the earpiece of my walky-talky and thought, 
‘This is it, this is my time, I’m not available, I am here.’ Only later 
did I discover that the stewards had spent the whole time trying 
to contact me because of some issue about parking Thay’s car in 
the square. But in the end it wasn’t a problem.”

The sound system carried Thay’s soft voice across the square 
to the thousands gathered in the open air. Not everyone at the very 
back and sides was able to hear Thay, but they were very much 
able to appreciate the energy of the whole event. The weather-

Here in the heart of London, an 

epicentre of consumerism full 

of impatient traffic, emergency 

sirens, and the palpable buzz of 

dispersed and anxious people, 

something had changed.

blackened stone of Nelson’s Column ascended straight and high 
from behind the stage and further dramatised the sky, a continuous 
blanket of brooding clouds. We were grateful that the rain held 
off that afternoon. 

The side walls of the stage could only partially shelter Thay 
from the gusty breeze that day. We knew he must be cold, and since 
he had already given a talk at the Royal Festival Hall in London 
to three thousand people two days before, we did not expect him 
to offer a long talk but perhaps some words to guide the medita-
tion. However, despite the cold weather, Thay, looking out on a 
sea of people who were sitting on the ground in complete silence 

photos by Kenneth Bok
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and breathing as one body, offered a deeply moving talk on how to 
apply the Four Mantras of Love:

Darling, I am here for you.
I know you are there, and I am very happy.
Darling, I know you are suffering. That is why I am here  

for you.
Darling, I am suffering. Please help.
Thay then led the Sangha in a powerful half-hour meditation, 

guiding us to experience our place on Mother Earth, to become 
aware of her love and care, and to offer her our gratitude. Finally 
he gave instruction as to the meaning and practice of the chant to 
Avalokiteshvara, inviting us first to be in touch with our own suffer-
ing and to offer compassion to ourselves; then to be in touch with 
the suffering of those close to us and to send them compassion; and 
finally, to extend our awareness and compassion to the suffering of 
the whole world.

It seemed, at that moment, there was a great coming together 
of the modern and the ancient, of different cultures and traditions, 
and of the suffering, hopes, and fears of different generations. Thay 
carries in his small frame a whole lineage of practitioners extending 
back to the Buddha’s time, and yet he is able to touch the present-day, 
globalised youth with his immense love, the most applicable spiritual 
teachings of our time, and the monastic Sangha he has nurtured over 
decades. It is this young generation who has been inspired to con-
vene such a magical gathering through their Facebook pages. And 
Trafalgar Square itself, holding in its old stones and monuments a 
very English past, welcomed on this day an assembly very like the 
great assemblies of practitioners found in the ancient Mahayana texts.

By the time the monastics had finished chanting, Thay had been 
on stage some two hours. He left as quietly as he had come, and the 
people who had gathered naturally took time to connect with people 
close by before standing and peacefully heading home.

The Sangha Effect
Community had been created in these few hours; and it is re-

ported that even in the crowded bookshops and cafes after the event, 
people were kind and loving with each other. Immediately after the 
event, Gaia, a steward, said, “Everyone I looked at had a smile on their 
face.” People felt so much a part of the event that they stayed behind 
to help dismantle and clean up, making the work incredibly light and 
joyful. Here in the heart of London, an epicentre of consumerism 
full of impatient traffic, emergency sirens, and the palpable buzz of 
dispersed and anxious people, something had changed. No one who 
was there will likely walk by Trafalgar Square again without recalling 
that, with Thay’s presence, a peace was generated here and offered 
to the city and the world by thousands of people. 

People were sitting in peace not only in London. Through the 
various means of the Internet, “Sit in Peace” became an international 
event that included people from other cities in the UK and from other 
countries, such as the United States, Australia, Canada, Germany, 
Austria, Spain, Mexico, Israel/Palestine, and Vietnam.

“ On the early morning of ‘Sit in Peace,’ I was finally 
able to complete a long letter to my departed partner. 
We had been together for eleven years (and some 
lifetimes), and the pain of the separation had me 
fall into a bereft silence for a year. During the event 
I was seated on the central steps, directly opposite 
Thay, the long distance rendered insignificant by 
his energetic presence. As Thay spoke, the many 
questions in my letter were answered: ‘Darling, I’m 
here for you…. I’m so happy…. Beloved, I know 
you are suffering…. Darling, I’m suffering, can you 
help?’ Tears were running down my face, and I 
knew this: We had had a blessed relationship for 
nine years because these lines were spoken most 
days. And our relationship ended because the last 
three years saw these words gradually vanish from 
our memories. May we remember more deeply on 
meeting again.” —Marietta, steward

“ I felt I could touch the heart of London, the grand 
stone buildings were alive with energy, and the 
people of England gathered there representing and 
manifesting a culture of deep spirituality.”—Thay Phap Ung

“ I grew up in a communist country where religion 
was suppressed. The stories I heard then as a child 
about Jesus, love, healing, and transformation were 
there just in front of me, in that present moment in 
Trafalgar Square.” —Codruta, stewarding team leader

“ I was moved to tears when the monks and nuns 
chanted ‘Namo Avalokiteshvara’ and it filled  
Trafalgar Square.” —Shaun, attendee

Quotes from “Sit in Peace” Attendees

photos by Kenneth Bok
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One effect of Thay’s 2012 UK Tour, according to Elina Pen, is 
that it really brought the various London Sanghas and the Wake Up 
London Sangha together. She recalls, “We had to communicate a 
lot and meet up a lot, and it gave a real sense of purpose to what we 
were doing. We had lots of people who wanted to help but who hadn’t 
yet experienced our Wake-Up practice and the Plum Village Dharma 
doors, so we were very clear that all our meetings were rooted in the 
practice, and we invited everyone to come to the Sangha meetings. 
Those who ended up sticking with it and helping through the whole 
journey were those who were really involved in the practice with 
our Sangha. We really cultivated that feeling of connection to each 
other, and knowing we were each taking care of our part was a way 
to support the others doing their thing.”

Accounts from “Sit in Peace” organisers, stewards, filmmak-
ers, attendees, and those who simply stumbled on the event paint 
a picture of a beautiful day. People of different cultures, religions, 
and ages, and from all walks of life came together and experienced 
transformation and healing, inspiration to practice, and immense 
gratitude for Thay, the monastics, Wake Up London, The Commu-
nity of Interbeing UK, and all the conditions that allowed the event 
to take place. Special thanks goes to the “Sit in Peace” organising 
team and volunteers led by Elina Pen, London event coordinator 
Nick Kenrick, and UK tour organisers Philip Lynch, Angie Searle, 
and Theresa Payne.

Wake Up Sanghas are forming all over the world, and flash 
mob meditation sessions are proving very popular as a practice and 
as a means of bringing peaceful energy into our cities.The Occupy 
movement has invited Wake Up London to lead a meditation at St. 
Paul’s Cathedral to commemorate its one-year anniversary. Another 
Trafalgar Square sitting is planned for June 2013.  

* Flash mobs publicised through the Internet began some years ago, sometimes 
to spectacular effect. Public invitations are sent out on Facebook and other 
electronic media for people to meet at a certain time and place to do something 
together. There have been flash mob dances, operas, and yoga. Elina Pen 
organised Wake Up London’s first flash mob meditation in Trafalgar Square in 
June 2011, and three hundred people came. Since then, many other flash mob 
sittings have occurred in London, and a community of sorts has developed 
among those who attend regularly. Some participants have started to attend 
Wake Up London Sangha meetings.

Brother Phap Lai is a Dharma 
teacher from the UK. He has 
been based in Plum Village 

since 2009. He helped organise 
Thay’s trips to the UK in 2010 

and in 2012, including the “Sit in 
Peace” event at Trafalgar Square 

with Wake Up London, and 
the events in Ireland, including 

Thay’s intervention at Stormont, 
Northern Ireland.

“ It was an amazing feeling—all the noise of central 
London but so much inner peace. I had an enormous 
amount of energy pulsating through my heart that 
nearly took my breath away.” —Lisa, attendee

“ A distinguished-looking older gent who saw the event 
going on approached me to express disbelief that such 
a large crowd could be so quiet. He really seemed 
moved by the sight, even a little shaken. Another 
came to me and said, ‘I have been to many anti-war 
demonstrations in Trafalgar Square, but this is more 
powerful.’” —Jeremy Allam, OI member and steward

“ This was my first time attending such a large group 
meditation and it really touched me. I feel meditation is 
going to have an important place in my life this year!” —Anita, attendee

“ What made the ‘Sit in Peace’ so special for me was 
that this event was open to all. That thousands came 
together with Thay and the Sangha and they cradled 
London’s most public of spaces in peace and silence. 
It is an experience that is treasured by my family and 
myself.” —Philip Lynch, UK tour core organiser

“ It was a very spiritual day yesterday and I feel I loved 
everyone around me at that moment! My family and 
friends from Vietnam also meditated for two hours 
together with us.” —A Vietnamese Londoner

“ I’m so grateful that I was able to be there to Sit in Peace 
on Saturday. I have been ill all winter and have had a 
difficult time with my youngest son. This has made me 
very sad, but your kind, wise words spoke directly to 
my heart and I now feel so different. The chanting is still 
running around in my head, so healing and so beautiful. 
I feel changed on a deep level, and I will work very hard 
to keep and to share the precious gift I was given.”—Niki, attendee
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Stop, breathe, smile. That’s what we learn in Plum Village and on retreats all 
over the world led by monastic students of Thich Nhat Hanh. This simple yet 
deep teaching has the quality of being easily transportable around the world. 
All we need is our in-breath and out-breath, our steps and our smile. So, in 
October 2012, off we went with a little group of seven monastics and four lay 
friends to bring the practice to the high Himalayan mountains of Bhutan and 
the busy chaotic city of New Delhi, India.

In Bhutan, we spent four mindfulness days for mostly young adults on 
the theme of “Mindfulness Is a Source of Happiness.” These events were 
organized by the wonderful team of the GNH (Gross National Happiness) 
Centre in Bhutan. It was a powerful time of practice for every member of our 
team. As Brother Phap Sieu shared, “Every single time we invited the bell, 
it was just amazing to feel the wave of energy of peacefulness immediately 
wash over us.” In this beautiful country high in the mountains, Buddhism is 
still an intrinsic part of the culture and education. Children learn the practice 
of meditation at school, and this was immediately noticeable. Everyone had 
such strong concentration and mindful energy, right from the first day! It was 
wonderful walking together, eating in silence together, playing and singing 
together, and sharing Dharma.

It seemed that everyone we met in Bhutan was living through their heart, 
from the young adults to the high ministers. In my Dharma sharing group, after 

S
Wake Up – Bhutan and  

India Tour Report
By Miranda van Schadewijk

The question of 

how to bring the 

practice into our 

daily lives and  

ex p l a i n  i t  t o 

friends and family 

was a hot topic.

New friends in Thimpu, Bhutan, after youth workshop hosted by Gross National Happiness Centre photo by Robert Walsh 
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one girl shared her difficulty, a boy bowed in to share his hopes 
that everything would be all right for her and said he would send 
his best energy to her. It was a beautiful moment of sharing from 
him. I was very touched by the sincerity, openness, and authen-
ticity of all the young (and old!) people I met and from whom I 
received beautiful smiles in Bhutan. The heart-to-heart connection 
that everyone seemed to share with one another is what touched 
me most during my short time there. The last day, we ended by 
singing together “The River is Flowing.” When we asked who 
would be interested in continuing practice in the form of a Wake 
Up Sangha, everyone raised their hands.

After this beautiful and nourishing week high in the mountains 
and clouds, it was time to go down to India! The environment in 
India is intense: the smells, sounds, colors, and tastes. So much 
to see, smell, hear, taste, discover. Here too, we were blessed 
with meeting many smiling and generous people who became 
dear friends. We spent the majority of our time in India at two 
high schools with teachers, students, and parents, sharing time 
and space with them in mindfulness days on the theme of “Happy 
Teachers Will Change the World.” When teachers, students, and 
parents learn to stop, to truly look at themselves and the person 
in front of them, so much love automatically arises. 

Teachers, parents, and students are all stressed and dealing 
with pressure. Every day, we offered a total relaxation session to 
everyone, and it was wonderful to see how they had a chance to 
relax and get back in touch with the deep intentions in their hearts. 
We taught the teachers and students the lyrics to a classic Plum 
Village song: Breathing in, breathing out. I am blooming as a 
flower; I am fresh as the dew. I am solid as a mountain; I am firm 
as the Earth. I am free. At the end of a whole week at one school, 
we sang this song with everyone. It was truly a powerful moment. 

We also had the opportunity to have Days of Mindfulness 
with students at universities and were able to manifest a four-day 
retreat. Spending four days of practice together at Lady Sri Ram 
College made it possible to build up a strong energy, and by the 
end of the days everyone was so alive, smiling, and fresh!

We all could feel strongly that we were in the country where 
the Buddha attained enlightenment 2,500 years ago, and where 
spiritual traditions have been passed down from generation to 
generation. Wisdom seems not so far under the surface in India 
and it was amazing to see how quickly everyone connected to 
the practice. During a question-and-answer session at the end of 
the four-day retreat, the questions were very real, touching upon 
everyone’s real-life situations of dealing with anger, anxiety, and 
compassion. Each individual’s strong intention to bring the practice 
into daily life was very present. The question of how to bring the 
practice into our daily lives and explain it to friends and family 
was a hot topic. Since we left, there has been a Wake-Up meeting 
already, and I hope the energy we built together during that retreat 
can be continued by people practicing together in New Delhi.

Visiting these two beautiful countries, getting to know so 
many wonderful people, made a deep impression on me. My 
family has grown; I have many new brothers and sisters. Physi-
cally, they are far away, but they live close in my heart. I feel how 
we are all connected and part of one big Wake-Up family! Young 
people come together all over the world, in small groups and in 
bigger groups, to be there for each other, spend time together, stop, 
breathe, and smile. This image of our Wake-Up family practic-
ing all over the world supports me in moments when I think I am 
alone; I remember my big family is right here in my heart.  

Miranda van Schadewijk, 
Inspiring Presence of  the 

Heart, lives in Amsterdam, 
where she recently finished 

her master’s degree in cultural 
anthropology with a thesis on 

community life in Plum Village. 
She helps with Wake Up and 

has joined tours in the UK and 
Vietnam, and she assists with 
projects such as the Seedling 

Project in Vietnam.

Dharma songs and music collected and 
arranged by Joseph Emet, including lyrics 
and musical notation for piano and guitar.

Join the singing during Thay’s 
North American tour this autumn!

New in paperback, $16.95

Sing the songs of Plum Village

parallax.org    800/863-5290
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Dear Mr. and Mrs. 1%,

I have heard much about you, dear Mr. and Mrs. 1%, but I 
am not sure if we have ever met. My name is Brother Protection 
and I am a six-foot-two-inch Buddhist monk with a shaved head, 
brown robes, and glasses. I just turned forty this year, and it’s been 
eleven years since I lived and worked as a lawyer in Stockholm, 
Sweden. If you see me around, please stop and say hello. I would 
love to meet you in person. 

Last year I was interviewed by Occupy Boston’s newspaper, 
together with some other monks and nuns. I remember saying that 
as we practice walking and sitting meditation, we make happiness 
and peace possible in the present moment. We also wish for every-
one, the 100%, to be happy and peaceful. I looked up toward the 
tall high-rise buildings and prayed that everyone up there would 
be free of worry, stress, and frustration. 

I know that you must have studied and worked very hard to 
become part of the 1%. I can also imagine that you have a lot of 
responsibilities toward many people. Money and power offer not 
only liberty, but a lot of responsibility. I hope this is not burden-
ing you too much. 

As a Buddhist monk, I do not have a lot of money or power, 
but I do feel much responsibility toward the Earth and the people, 
animals, and plants on this planet. We all understand that there is 
just this one planet that is inhabitable in our solar system. When I 
look up at the full moon, I also look with the eyes of my ancestors 
and future generations of people of this Earth. I hope they will 
be able to enjoy the peaceful radiance of the full moon soaring 
through the dark sky. I hope that everyone on all continents will 
have enough food to eat and access to clean water. I hope that all 
people will be able to feel safe in their family, society, and country, 
and will not have to go through the devastation and suffering of 
war. I wish for all of us to reflect on what can we do to make this a 
reality and then to act on our insights and the insights of scientists, 
on which we rely. We need your help!

Our Earth
Our natural environment is undergoing great stress due to 

the way we humans are using the resources of this Earth. Our air, 

D
A Love Letter  

to the 1%
By Brother Phap Ho

water, and the Earth itself are becoming polluted. As carbon diox-
ide levels increase, the planet is warming up, causing desertifica-
tion, extinction of many species, and stronger and more frequent 
natural disasters, all leading to hardship for so many. Were we to 
use all the identified fossil fuel resources, including the tar sands, 
the climate of this planet would change so dramatically that we 
would no longer recognize it as our Earth. We know that everything 
changes and nothing lasts forever, but wouldn’t it be nice to take 
care of the natural environment so that many more generations of 
people will be able to enjoy the wonders of glaciers, vast forests, 
an abundance of animal species, and reliable seasons which make 
agriculture possible? Together we can reduce our emissions and 
support initiatives and research into renewable, sustainable energy 
sources. The Earth needs our caring support. We receive everything 
we have from our planet. Let’s see what we can do for the Earth.

Our Children
Thousands of children die every day from malnutrition and 

lack of clean water. I try to imagine a young mother with children 
who are crying from hunger and getting sick from dirty water. Here 
in Southern California, where I currently live, people play golf in 
areas that get only ten inches of rain a year! The golf courses are 
kept green with water from the Colorado River, which no longer 
reaches the ocean. On this planet we grow more than enough food 
for everyone to have plenty to eat, but we throw much of it away. 
Many crops and water resources are also used for animal food 
production. Even in this rich country, one-sixth of the population 
has issues with hunger at the same time that obesity rates are 
soaring. There is something strange, something scary, about this 
situation. It seems that with our advancing technology, we have 
lost some of our common sense. I am sure that together we can 
find ways to share the resources of this planet so that everyone 
has enough conditions to feel safe and at ease.

We Are All Human Beings
In the past, the 1% has not always clearly understood the situ-

ation of the 99%, but today information and technology make such 
understanding possible. When we understand clearly the situation 
of people in difficult circumstances, we can no longer blame them 
or say that they are the cause of their own misery. In this country, 

photo by Dale Dicks
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we might feel that the poor and uneducated just have to make 
more effort to overcome their difficulties, and some miraculously 
do. But we also have to be aware of many challenging conditions, 
such as how unevenly educational resources are distributed, and 
how much energy teachers in under-served neighborhoods expend 
in dealing with the social problems of the children in their care. 
What would we have done if we had grown up in a neighborhood 
with drugs, gangs, and violence, with a father in jail and a drug-
addicted mother? What are the sufferings of a mother addicted 
to crack? Did she receive love, respect, and education when she 
was a little girl? 

Many studies show that every person has the capacity to 
transform her life and to learn the skills needed to become capable 
of taking care of herself and her family. But due to difficulties and 
lack of opportunities for many generations, people need our help 
to get back on their feet. They need our acceptance and love to be 
able to feel good about themselves again. Discrimination causes 
so much suffering around the world, but when we stop to listen and 
look deeply, we recognize that we are all human beings, wishing to 
be able to love and care for our families, wishing to live in peace 
and freedom. The great diversity of colors, languages, cultures, 
and views becomes a wonderful asset for a more prosperous hu-
man existence on this planet. 

I thank you, dear Mr. and Mrs. 1%, for listening to my 
thoughts and feelings. I know that you have the means and influ-

ence to do great things for our planet and all people. But don’t 
worry or feel burdened. You are not alone. Many of us are very 
eager to help you. We are all part of the 100%, and remembering 
and caring for all of us is a great joy. If we support all people in 
developing their talents and positive qualities, we will make our 
planet an even more amazing place to live.

It is not easy to be part of the 1%, and therefore I truly wish 
you happiness and ease. I hope you are able to enjoy the tremen-
dous gift of being alive as a human being on this precious planet.

In joy and gratitude,

Brother Protection  

Brother Phap Ho (Brother 
Protection) is very grateful 

to have found his path of  
practice and service. This 
article is, in many ways, a 

fruit of  two Wake-Up tours in 
2012. “It’s time to wake up, 

to be the change in the world 
you want to see” (from the 

Wake-Up song).
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BONG. BONG. Each morning when the temple bell sounds, we rise and walk silently 
and peacefully through the grounds of Deer Park Monastery. As we proceed among 
the centuries-old oaks and manzanitas, we pass large solar panel arrays, electric golf 
carts, composting units, and large food and native plant gardens. To walk at Deer Park 
Monastery is to walk on the green path in the direction of love for our Mother Earth. 

Thay has called on all the world’s residents to “wake up” to the dangers of global 
warming and to take action to slow and reverse it. This message has resonated deeply 
with all of us at Deer Park, so the community has chosen a “green” path. By walking 
this path, we reduce our collective greenhouse gas emissions, live in closer harmony 
with nature, and more concretely honor the bodhisattva, Mother Earth. 

The residents and practitioners at Deer Park Monastery are taking many actions to 
serve as an example of how we can all lighten our steps and live in harmony with the 
Earth. We want to engage our practice by putting our compassion and mindfulness into 
action to improve society and our planet. 

Mindful Eating 
It is well documented that the meat industry, 

in addition to being inhumane to animals and un-
healthful for people, is among the largest contribu-
tors to climate change. One of the easiest and most 
significant things we can do to reduce our carbon 
footprint is to reduce or eliminate consumption 
of dairy, eggs, and meat. Our community sees 
the connection between eating meat and carbon 
emissions, deforestation, starvation, pollution of 
the planet, and other preventable suffering. Deer 
Park residents eat a diet that is primarily vegan. 
We honor this commitment at every meal when 
we recite the Five Contemplations before our silent 
eating meditation. The Fourth Contemplation was 
updated to reflect the link between what we eat and 
how it impacts our planet:

B

Walking 
the Green 

Path
Deer Park Monastery Takes 
Steps for the Well-Being of 

Mother Earth

By Laura Hunter

Thay has called on all 

the world’s residents 

to “wake up” to the  

dangers of  global  

warming and to take  

action to slow and  

reverse it. 

Expressing gratitude to land ancestors during Thanksgiving Day Ancestors’ Offering, Deer Park Monastery  photo by Ron Forster
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May we eat in such a way as to keep our compassion alive, 
reduce the suffering of living beings, preserve our planet, and 
reverse the process of global warming. 

Consuming simply and using mostly local foods, Deer Park 
cooks feed our community on approximately $3 per person each 
day. If you want to eat in such a way, we have gathered some of 
their recipes in a fourfold Sangha cookbook, Cooking with Deer 
Park in Heart and Mind, available at our bookshop.

The Sun as Our Heart
We all have a heart inside, but we have heart outside of us, 

too—the sun. We see the energy of the sun keeping us alive and 
present everywhere—in our food, in our bodies, in the table, even 
in the pages of this magazine. At Deer Park, we have installed three 
large arrays that make up our 66-kilowatt photovoltaic system. This 
system produces almost 100% of all the electricity needed at the 
monastery. It is also very helpful to the local energy supply, as it 
produces clean power during peak power needs—the times when 
carbon-fueled power plants emit the most pollution. We estimate 
that 120 tons of carbon dioxide emissions are prevented every 
year due to our solar arrays. Using solar energy is one way that 
we lighten our steps on the planet.

Mindful Transportation
At Deer Park, we have instituted a weekly Car-Free Day. On 

Tuesdays, no cars are driven at the monastery and residents do 
not ride in cars. We invited our worldwide community to join our 
Car-Free Day Campaign and received commitments of 100,000 
car-free days a year from the global Sangha. 

When we do drive, we try to combine trips and we do not 
go out simply to drive around. Our location on a steep hillside, 
with practice areas far apart, means that we need to move people 
throughout our monastery. To reduce our impact, we purchased 
two electric people-movers that are charged by solar panels. 

Transforming Our Compost
Our practice teaches us the benefits of transforming our 

spiritual compost. We see that the transformation of suffering 
can be a source of happiness. At Deer Park, we are taking it a 
step further. A local non-profit, Solana Center for Environmental 
Innovation, helped us by installing a large composting unit and of-
fering guidance and support. Now we serve as a public composting 
demonstration site for San Diego County. Not only do we compost 
leftover food and scraps, we also turn them into food again in our 
gardens. We educate our Sangha, visitors, and the general public 
about the benefits of composting by engaging them directly in the 
practice after every meal. 

Dharma Rain Gardening
With so many wonderful teachers in residence, Deer Park 

“Dharma rain” falls often. However, due to our physical location 
in Southern California, the water-based rainfall is scarce. We have 

a plan for rainwater harvesting and we’ve dug berms, trenches, 
and ponds into the land to try to keep rainwater on-site and in the 
local groundwater basin. We practice stringent water conservation 
measures (installing water-free urinals and low-flow faucets) and 
have resurrected a local well for the majority of our water supply. 
Thus, we have reduced our reliance on imported water and our 
impact on the Colorado River. Wherever we can, we protect and 
encourage local native plants that are acclimated to low water 
conditions. 

Building a Green Deer Park
Deer Park is very lovely, but its buildings are old and 

worn. We are currently raising funds to build a new nunnery. 
This will be an eco-friendly building made of renewable straw 
bales, designed to be highly energy-efficient and powered by 
the sun. It will offer a healthy, safe home to forty sisters and 
a new living space for Thay. Our sisters will be a shining ex-
ample of how we can live lightly and comfortably in community  
on the Earth. 

Land Ancestors Offering
At Deer Park, we have the opportunity to live close to the land. 

We see that we are the continuation of the land ancestors and our 
spiritual teachers. In our ceremonies, chants, and other practices, 
we try to keep in close touch with them. We keep our awareness 
alive through regular offerings to the land ancestors. In this way, 
we keep the Earth close to us and in our consciousness.

It is our sincere aspiration to live in harmony with this land, 
with all the vegetation and animals living here, and with all our 
brothers and sisters with whom we live and practice. When we are 
in harmony with each other, we are also in harmony with the land, 
with the plants and animals. We see our close relationship with 
every person and every species. The happiness and suffering of all 
humans and all other species are our own happiness and suffering. 

We inter-are. As practitioners, we see we are part of and not 
separate from the whole of human civilization. As human beings, 
we see that we are children of the Earth and not separate from the 
soil, the forests, rivers, and sky. We share the same destiny. We are 
aware that much harm has been done to the Earth out of ignorance, 
craving, and arrogance. As children of this land, we ask for your 
great compassion to forgive us for these shortcomings. Today 
we are determined to begin anew—to make all efforts, large and 
small, to collectively effect real change in our global ecological 
situation. We vow not to deplete the energy of the land and her 
resources with our careless actions, but rather to contribute to the 
regeneration of this beautiful land, bringing freshness, peace, and 
happiness to all who come here. Deer Park’s conversion to solar 
energy is one way that we lighten our steps on the Earth and truly 
arrive as responsible and loving children of the Earth. 

- Text of the Offering to the Land Ancestors on the occasion 
of the installation of the solar array at Deer Park Monastery, 
February 10, 2008
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The Green Virtue of Laziness
“Do something!” is often the activist cry. However, doing 

nothing can also be a great way to reduce our impact on the planet. 
At Deer Park, we enjoy a weekly Lazy Day, a day on which we 
cultivate not-doing. This is not a catch-up-on-chores or do-email 
day, but rather a time to do only what is nourishing to you in an 
unplanned manner—simply letting the day unfold as it will. A 
true lazy day does not involve driving or entertainment or other 
consumptive actions. If we can cultivate inner happiness, without 
need for outside resources, the Earth will also benefit. As Dharma 
teacher Thich Chan Phap Hai shared, “Laziness is one of the most 
important practices and medicines for our time and our situation.” 

Preserving the Land for the Future
In 2012, practitioners raised funds to protect the hillside west 

of the monastery under a protective easement in perpetuity. On 
March 17, we dedicated the Council Ridge trail, which can be 
used generation after generation to cultivate peace and freedom. 
We hope you can come and join us here.

 Thich Nhat Hanh reminds us that our actions today will cre-
ate our future. “We have to live in such a way that a future will 
be possible for our children and our grandchildren, and our own 

life has to be our message. Let us do this now, together, to wake 
people up before it’s too late,” he said. 

May we all look deeply into our situation and act to step more 
lightly on the Earth by walking the green path together.  

 
This article was originally published in Buddhism and  
Culture.

Laura Hunter, True Ocean of  Teachings, lives in Escondido, 
California, with her husband Ron Forster and Dharma dog 

Sprout. She sits with the Really Beneficial Sangha, works for 
environmental justice, and is a board member of   

the Thich Nhat Hanh Foundation.

Dedication of solar panel system, Deer Park Monastery, February 2008 photo by Ron Forster

A native of San Diego, California, Georgie Birch remembers play-
ing in the local wildflowers and shrubbery as a kid. Her kinship 
with nature blossomed into a passion for gardening and learning 
about endemic species. Today, Georgie is a volunteer gardener at 
Deer Park Monastery. 

“I firmly believe what Thich Nhat Hanh believes, which is 
that there’s no peace unless there is peace inside. I’m an outdoor 
person, a very physical person, and nature gives me a sense of 
peace.” Georgie is learning to balance the inside with the outside, 
and the net result benefits not only her practice, but also the natural 
environment at Deer Park. 

After being introduced to the monastery by Laura Hunter, 
Georgie began attending Days of Mindfulness and soon found 
herself part of the Deer Park community. She works with the 
monastics to create a plan for protecting the local habitat. The 
community aspires to harmonize with Escondido’s desert envi-
ronment, where average annual rainfall is a scant fifteen inches. 
“Our main focus was less water use. We’re trying to incorporate 
water harvesting, hand-built berms to capture water for the plants, 
and mulching. The initial idea was to plant native plants to keep 
water usage down.”

In addition to using water mindfully, Deer Park’s Earth-tenders 
pay close attention to all forms of life. “So many species depend 
on the habitat,” Georgie explains, “including the native pollinators. 
Caterpillars have to reproduce on certain host plants before they 
can be butterflies. Certain birds need certain plants, and the loss of 
those plants dictates whether they’re going to survive. We’ve tried 
to incorporate a lot of host plants for the butterflies and birds.” 

One Plant at a Time
Deer Park is home to many native plants, including manzanita, 

ceanothus (wild lilac), several species of ferns, and blackberries. 
Deer Park’s beloved oak grove is one of the last remaining oak 
riparian areas in Southern California; its Engelmann oaks are 
endangered, so “it’s very precious,” Georgie says. “Many organ-
isms depend on the oaks, from the mammals down to the tiniest 
micro-organisms that live in the wood itself.”

A
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Deer Park Monastery. 
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that there’s no peace unless there is peace inside. I’m an outdoor 
person, a very physical person, and nature gives me a sense of 
peace.” Georgie is learning to balance the inside with the outside, 
and the net result benefits not only her practice, but also the natural 
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monastics to create a plan for protecting the local habitat. The 
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“Our main focus was less water use. We’re trying to incorporate 
water harvesting, hand-built berms to capture water for the plants, 
and mulching. The initial idea was to plant native plants to keep 
water usage down.”

In addition to using water mindfully, Deer Park’s Earth-tenders 
pay close attention to all forms of life. “So many species depend 
on the habitat,” Georgie explains, “including the native pollinators. 
Caterpillars have to reproduce on certain host plants before they 
can be butterflies. Certain birds need certain plants, and the loss of 
those plants dictates whether they’re going to survive. We’ve tried 
to incorporate a lot of host plants for the butterflies and birds.” 

One Plant at a Time
Deer Park is home to many native plants, including manzanita, 

ceanothus (wild lilac), several species of ferns, and blackberries. 
Deer Park’s beloved oak grove is one of the last remaining oak 
riparian areas in Southern California; its Engelmann oaks are 
endangered, so “it’s very precious,” Georgie says. “Many organ-
isms depend on the oaks, from the mammals down to the tiniest 
micro-organisms that live in the wood itself.”

A Although many people love the non-native green grasses that 
grow beneath the oaks, Georgie explains that these grasses destroy 
the soil ecology and stress the trees. The health of the oaks is also 
compromised by parking cars on their roots, trenching near the 
roots, unskillful pruning, and lack of rain.

When non-natives are weeded from beneath an oak, the tree’s 
health can improve within a month. Georgie hopes the Sangha can 
begin to restore one or two oak trees to good health. When faced 
with ecological challenges, she says, “we work on one plant at a 
time and take joy in its thriving.”

Oh, the Love
As she works to improve the landscape at Deer Park, Georgie 

finds herself changed by the activity. “When I first worked at Deer 
Park, I worked a little more frenetically.” Georgie recalls a time 
when she was on a planting crew with monastics. “They were prob-
ably looking at me and thinking, ‘Mindful work?’” I was trying 
to get things done quickly. It’s taken me a long time to integrate a 
more mindful sense of being.” Over time, she has learned to work 
mindfully and joyfully, “without the thought of ripping through 
something and getting it done.”

Georgie has learned a lot “by association,” working in close 
proximity to monastics. Seeing them walk past mindfully as she is 
gardening, she learns about being present. “Sister Dang Nghiem, 
every time she’d pass by me, she’d say, ‘Oh, the love, the love!’ 
One time I threw a big rock to get it out of the way, and she said, 
‘Be mindful of the creatures down there.’ That was something I 
wouldn’t have thought about before.”

Georgie educates others and enjoys planting butterfly gardens 
with children. She’s grateful to be part of a group called Friends 
of Deer Park, which supports all aspects of the practice at the 
monastery.  

Natascha Bruckner, True Ocean of  Jewels, 
lives in Santa Cruz and practices with the 

Heart Sangha. Special thanks to  
Maggie Mills for her assistance  

with this article.

Growing into 
Mindfulness 
By Natascha Bruckner
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In November of 2012, two lay friends joined me in Upper Hamlet, 
Plum Village, to begin a yearlong stay and to work on the Happy 
Farm project. Keith Smith, a disarmingly friendly mathematician 
from Glasgow, was looking for a change in direction that had 
meditation and ecology at its core. Daniel Dermitzel, an organic 
farmer and educator from Kansas City, had seen the challenges 
associated with making a living as a small farmer. The Happy 
Farm project was an invitation for all of us to integrate mindful-
ness practice with farming. 

Keith, Daniel, and I are becoming known as the three mus-
keteers. This term was coined during the recent Tet (Chinese New 
Year) celebrations by a monk called Phap Lieu. I’m not yet sure 
what similarities Phap Lieu sees between us and the three mus-
keteers (possibly only the number of us), but I must admit that I 
like the comparison.

What Am I Harvesting?
Phap Lieu was the host for an oracle reading one morning 

during the Tet celebrations. In Plum Village, the tradition of oracle 
reading makes use of a very rich Vietnamese poem, “The Tale of 
Kieu” by Nguyen Du, which is written onto cards in couplets. The 
brothers and sisters have also written lines from Victor Hugo for 
French speakers and lines from Shakespeare for English speak-
ers. These cards are placed in their respective bells, one for the 
Vietnamese text, one for Victor Hugo, and one for Shakespeare.

At the oracle reading, the Sangha gathers in the hall, and Thay 
or a senior monastic invites someone to come forward and ask the 
oracle a question. That person proceeds to the front of the hall and 

I

Harvest  
Is the Way

Plum Village’s Happy Farm

By Stuart Watson

From the silence of the hall the 

question arose: “As farmers, 

how can we remain in the pres-

ent moment, when farming is all  

about a harvest in the future?”
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touches the Earth. Then the person chooses one of the three bells, 
kneels in front of it, places a hand on the bell, takes three breaths, 
and allows the question to arise. The person selects one card from 
the bell to present to Thay. Thay reads what is written on the card 
before offering an answer to the question, inspired largely by the 
lines from the card. 

Brother Phap Lieu had previously told the three of us that we 
would be invited to come up to ask a question. My response was 
to shuffle around nervously and to look about the hall. I spotted 
Daniel and couldn’t help smiling to see that he had responded in 
the same fashion. Our indecision culminated in some encourage-
ment from the monastic brothers to proceed to the front of the hall. 
One by one, we stood up, joined our palms, and made our way to 
the front. We touched the Earth and presented ourselves before 
the Sangha. Then Daniel found himself kneeling in front of Thay, 
microphone in hand, preparing to ask a question.

From the silence of the hall the question arose: “As farm-
ers, how can we remain in the present moment, when farming 
is all about a harvest in the future?” Warm laughter arose from 
the Sangha, and Thay, too, seemed enthused by the question. He 
proceeded to give a wonderful response.

Thay shared that we are planting seeds every moment in the 
ground of our mind. He encouraged us to live in such a way that we 
plant positive seeds in our minds throughout each day. Practicing 
like this, he assured, would lead to a wonderful internal blossoming 
of peace and happiness. “There is no way to harvest, harvest is the 
way,” Thay shared, a line that touched us all deeply.

Since the oracle reading, I have been practicing with these 
words. What am I harvesting right now? What is available to me 
in this moment that can nourish and fulfill me? The fresh air I 
breathe, the warmth of the sun, the presence of my friends, and 
the love growing in my heart are all fruits of the present. I don’t 
need to wait to find fulfillment. There is so much to harvest in 
every moment, if I can just recognise it. 

Cultivating Happiness
I have lived in Plum Village for the past five years. I’ve been 

involved in many roles here—I was shopper for Upper Hamlet 
for two years, I’m often involved in cooking (I worked as a chef 
before coming here), and I’ve been gardening for the past three 
years. While working on the small organic garden, I started dis-
cussing with the monastics the possibility of increasing its scale. 
The brothers had been thinking of this for a while, so we started 
to sow seeds for this to become a reality. Two years ago I went 
on a permaculture course in the UK, and from that experience 
emerged the design for our garden. We named it the Happy Farm 
project to capture the essence and aspiration of the work we are 
doing, which is to cultivate happiness. 

There are several ways in which we nurture happiness here. 
For me, a central part of cultivating happiness is to be present for 
my suffering. To work on the Happy Farm does not mean I have 

to be happy all the time. It means to practice cultivating happiness 
inside by honouring the function and value of suffering. Prior to 
coming here, I suffered from anxiety and depression, so a lot of 
my energy has been directed towards calming my mind, nourishing 
myself, recognising mental formations, and exposing my suffering 
to the healing light of mindfulness. Living in a community is a 
great cure for social anxiety; it is not possible to isolate myself as I 
have in the past. I am going through a process of learning how to be 
with people, how to develop my social skills, and how to take care 
of the painful energies that arise in me when I am around others.

I am learning that happiness is composed of suffering that has 
been well taken care of. By recognising and embracing the suf-
fering in myself, I experience transformation. When I practice in 
this way, the pain I experience soon transforms, leaving me feeling 
humble, warm, and looking through softer, more compassionate 
eyes. I can once again see how beautiful the surroundings are and 
how lucky I am to work with such inspiring people. It feels nice 
to be me again!

So, living in Upper Hamlet and being part of this project is 
very good for my growth, transformation, and development as a 
caring human being. A community offers so much fun, friendship, 
music, play, learning, time to spend in nature, spirituality, support, 
service, etc., that my mind continually receives deep nourishment, 
and time spent here is rewarding and enjoyable. I feel fortunate to 
be living and working within a practice centre that supports my 
aspiration to live a simple, healthy, meaningful life.

Food, Beauty, and Meaning
As well as the inner process of cultivating the mind, we aim to 

cultivate happiness by growing organic food for the Upper Hamlet 
and Son Ha* communities. I read that one of the most effective 
ways to care for Mother Earth is to grow your own food. I have 
much worry and concern about the damage that conventional 
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farming and food transportation cause the environment. Recently 
I heard that food is flown, shipped, or trucked an average of 1500 
miles before it reaches our plate. The prospect of producing 
healthy, organic food less than one mile from the bowls of the 
appreciative monks and lay friends, who will enjoy this healthy 
food in mindfulness, brings joy. I’m so happy to be involved in a 
project that will produce food in a way that embodies the qualities 
of care, love, and reverence for the Earth.

Plum Village has had an organic garden for many years, but 
this is the first project large enough to be called a farm: six acres. 
In the first year we’ll use around half an acre for intensive organic 
vegetable production. It will be made up of thirty-six raised beds, 
each 115 feet long and four feet wide. We do hope to expand, in 
time, with a view to increasing the annual vegetable area, adding 
sections for soft fruit, fruit and nut tree orchards, and possibly 
forest gardens. In the first year, though, there is so much to do to 
establish the farm, and so many unknowns, that we decided to start 
small and allow it to grow slowly. We will try to grow almost every 
vegetable that is suitable for this climate: peppers, eggplant, zuc-
chini, okra, potatoes, garlic, onions, spinach, carrots, beans, peas, 
pumpkins, tomatillos, salad mix, cabbage, turnips, beets, and more.

While we hope to grow a lot of food, we wish also to create 
a farm which, through its beauty, attracts many visitors. The area 
where we live and work is so beautiful. Every morning I step out 
of my room and see the sun bathing the gentle undulation of the 
Dordogne countryside in light. Every evening I see the sun setting 
beside a distant chateau. In spring and summer, Upper Hamlet is 
host to many beautiful butterflies. We hope the Happy Farm’s herbs 
and flowers establish a haven for all sorts of wildlife, creating an 
environment that is friendly to bees and other beneficial insects, 
as well as the butterflies. Our aspiration is that many people will 
come to the farm to spend time and to be nourished by the beauty 
of the surrounds and the work being done. It is very healing to be 
in nature and to see organic vegetables growing. The healing and 
happiness of those who visit and work on the farm is important. 
It is a yield, an invaluable harvest.

Nourished by the presence of bees, butterflies, and people, 
the Happy Farm project aims to be educational in nature, as well. 
We want to offer young men the chance to come to Plum Village 
to practice and work on the project for one year. (Because the 
Happy Farm project is in Upper Hamlet, which is where monks 
and laymen stay, we regret that we are not able to invite women to 
join the project at the moment. Our hope is that this will be a pilot 
project which the sisters’ hamlet will soon emulate.) During this 
time they will have the opportunity to participate in community 
life and deepen their meditation practice with the support of the 

monks, nuns, and laypeople of Plum Village.They also will have 
the chance to experience a full growing season in the wonderful 
surroundings of Upper Hamlet. Many young people around the 
world are struggling to find meaning in their lives right now. The 
Happy Farm will offer young people the chance to find meaning 
through community, organic growing, and spirituality.

Finally, we hope that visitors to our community will learn 
enough to feel inspired to grow some of their own food at home. 

We will do our best to share our knowledge with those who visit, 
and to support the growth of organic home gardening. Addition-
ally, we want to learn from those who come here with knowledge 
and skills in organic farming. In fact, this project would not be  
happening if it were not for the offerings of many visiting lay 
friends who have worked and shared their knowledge. Thank you 
to all who have contributed so far.

It is the end of February as I write this. Despite it being very 
cold, the first seedlings of the season have sprouted, thanks to the 
aid of our heated germination chamber and greenhouse. A glimpse 
of the first fragile plants creates joy and a sense of wonder; come 
July, these tiny, two-leaved plants (assuming all goes well!) will 
be producing handfuls of large, red tomatoes.

But, as Thay shared, there is no need to wait until July to enjoy 
a harvest. May I recognise and enjoy the rich harvest available in 
every moment.  

If you are interested in working on the Happy Farm or sup-
porting the project financially, please contact the author via the 
“Plum Village Happy Farm” Facebook page.

* Son Ha is a small monastery about ten minutes’ walk from Upper Hamlet, 
where twenty monks live and practice. It is self-contained in that the 
residents have their meals and daily schedule there, but it is part of the 
Upper Hamlet community. 

Stuart Watson, True Path of  Loving Kindness, comes from 
Edinburgh, Scotland, and has lived in Upper Hamlet for the 

past five years as a lay resident. He ordained into the Order of  
Interbeing in 2009. His aspiration is to stay in Plum Village for 

the next few years, to be as present for life as he can be, and to 
establish the Happy Farm. He is pictured below (far left)  

with Keith Smith and Daniel Dermitzel.

 Recently I heard that food is flown, shipped, or trucked 

an average of 1500 miles before it reaches our plate.
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As a child, I was known as the “Barefoot Contessa.” You could 
always find me outside in the grass, climbing a tree or playing 
hopscotch, but always barefoot. I hated shoes! I loved the feel of 
the cool, wet grass, the warm cement, the Earth below my feet. The 
Earth and I shared a connection that persists even today.

One of my fondest memories of childhood was working side 
by side with my father in the family garden: planting, weeding, 
and harvesting the vegetables. My most important job was “bug 
detective”—hunting down the green cutworms that could devour 
a large portion of a tomato plant overnight. 

A Sangha Garden
For many years, I lived without a garden. My property is 

mostly shade and not conducive to growing vegetables. So you can 
imagine my delight when the last remaining farm in my county 
was bought by the county government as protected space and 
given to Cornell Cooperative Extension as a demonstration and 
community garden. I immediately put in an application and was 
awarded a 5’ x 20’ plot for organic gardening. 

I announced to my Sangha during Dharma sharing that I 
planned to start a garden and asked if anyone would like to join 
me in this venture. Two of my Sangha sisters eagerly became co-
gardeners with me in our Sangha garden. 

A

Mindfulness 
Garden
By Candace Henshaw-Osias

For almost the entire 

month of July, I became 

a hermit, rarely leaving 

the confines of my home.  

I  meditated and did  

chores, but hardly left my  

property except to run  

needed errands and tend 

the garden.
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We planted the garden, looked at our work, and smiled—knowing 
soon we would have beautiful organic homegrown produce, planted 
with mindfulness and love. We placed a laminated sign at the front of 
the garden, sharing that this was a mindfulness garden and offering an 
explanation of mindfulness, including one of Thay’s calligraphies: “I 
am in love with Mother Earth.” We also stapled gathas about gardening 
to the wood edgings around the exterior of the garden. 

Calamity hit when both of my Sangha sisters were struck with seri-
ous illnesses and could not work in the garden. The task of maintaining 
the garden was left to me. At the same time, I became unemployed and 
was devastated. 

For almost the entire month of July, I became a hermit, rarely leav-
ing the confines of my home. I meditated and did chores but hardly left 
my property except to run needed errands and tend the garden. Every 

morning I left the house with two old spackle pails, one 
filled with the necessary tools and supplies and the other 
empty. I walked to the garden in meditation.

As I worked in the garden, I repeated the gathas 
and breathed in mindfulness. My hands worked the soil, 
trimmed the plants, tied up drooping limbs to support the 
heavy fruit, and watered the garden. I took off my shoes 
to walk in the dirt and grass, which made me smile and 
remember my childhood. I had become that “Barefoot 
Contessa” again and I was happy. 

The garden flourished under my caring hands and 
produced an abundance of beautiful vegetables that I 
shared with my friends, who were too ill to work there. I 
visited them and shared stories about the garden and the 
vegetables that were starting to come into season. When 
the garden started to produce more vegetables than we 
could eat, I canned tomatoes, made pickles, froze pesto, 
and shared them with others. 

Through the community garden, I also made new 
friends. We shared ideas on how to control pests and cure 
plant diseases. We showed our gardens to one another 
and celebrated the food we had grown. Curious about the 
sayings posted around my garden, the other gardeners 
asked questions and I shared my practice and explained 
how my gardening in itself was a practice in mindfulness. 
This was something they all related to, and they realized 
how working in their gardens was a form of meditation. 

I began to understand that, as I cared for the “Sangha 
Garden,” I was healing myself and my friends. I had 
planted seeds within me, and now, new fruit had begun to 
sprout. I realized that while I was in the garden, I was truly 
happy—happier that I had been that entire year. I was no 
longer a hermit; the garden I was tending had also tended 
to me. I was healed. 

I give thanks to Mother Earth and dedicate this story 
to her.  

Wife, mother, and 
grandmother, Candace 

Henshaw-Osias, Awareness 
Path of  the Heart, is an 

educator involved in the 
mindfulness in education 

movement. She is a member 
of  the Green Island Sangha 
in Mahasset, New York, and 
a pre-aspirant to the Order 

of  Interbeing. She wrote this 
story during an arts retreat at 

Blue Cliff  Monastery.

Garden Sangha (9”w x 11”h x 0.5”d), by Lisa Brinkley, an original 
artwork hand-embroidered in fiber and beads.  
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I would like to share my story with you. 
But first, perhaps I should tell you a little 
bit about myself. How should I start? I can 
talk about things like who I am. Actually 
I am you. I am that big-mouth frog; I am 
that dead leaf, wet and nearly rotten. I am 
also that big, fragrant, and beautiful rose. 
So I am basically everything. 

Now I have to come back and call 
myself by my true name. Well, many 
people know me as a slug, a baby one. I 
live on the poplar plantation, Lower Ham-
let, Plum Village, France. There, they call 
me a limace. I was born just this spring, 
and today is the first time I have come 
out to enjoy the wet ground, still covered 
by dead leaves from last autumn. The 
soft rain this morning brings about very 
pleasant conditions, lots of food for me 
to enjoy. And just like any other healthy 
baby, I have a good appetite.

While I am enjoying myself, espe-
cially the food, together with so many 
others of my kind in different sizes and 
of various generations, I hear stumbling 
noises approaching me. Then thousands, 

I

Story  
of a  
Little 
Limace
By Sister Trang Mai Thon

There’s one thing I do know: some  

of those people are really scared of me,  

or at least one person is.

photo © Mav888 | Dreamstime.com
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no, maybe hundreds (I haven’t learned to count yet) of giant sticks 
are stomping the ground. I have to shrink myself to the smallest 
size possible and try my best to stay safe. Ah, it’s walking medita-
tion. I don’t know who these people are, and they don’t know me, 
either. But as their teacher says, we all inter-are. So I suppose I 
do know them, and vice versa, to a certain extent. 

There’s one thing I do know: some of those people are  
really scared of me, or at least one person is. Her name is Sister 
So-and-So. I know that for a fact because a couple of days ago, I 
overheard her telling another sister that anything crawling is her 
worst fear. Just to name a few examples: caterpillars, slugs, and 
worms. So, she’s scared of me. And yet she doesn’t even know 
who I am, how I was born, what I eat, my life span, or my habitat, 
let alone my favorite color. She only knows my kind: limace. And 
yet she’s already worried about me. 

I’ll tell you this, and it’s confidential, okay? She said to another 
sister that she is scared of me to the point that if anyone were to 
hold me up to her and ask, “Did you, Sister So-and-So, commit 
an act of killing last night?” she would say, “Yes,” even though it 
would violate the first precept about not killing.

Today she is one of the walking people, treading the ground 
where I am. So what do you reckon? Who should be scared  
of whom?

Let’s imagine that a couple hundred slugs—all my family 
members, my relatives, my friends, and my whole neighborhood—
had gone for walking meditation over where Sister So-and-So 
practices her deep relaxation. It would be a shock for anyone 
to hear the number of crimes to which Sister So-and-So would  
have admitted.

After I wrote you this story, somehow Sister So-and-So be-
came aware of it, and she sent me the following message:

Dear Little Limace,

I am so sorry to have had such a discriminating mind against 
you. I have done a little bit of contemplation on it. So, today I 
would like to make a formal Beginning Anew with you. 

Since I read your story, I have been more mindful of my steps 
when I walk or stand. I am aware that we share the same planet, 
Mother Earth. We are actually in the same family. I can’t say that 
I am ready to pick you up with my bare hands, put you on my 
palm, and take you around with me for a walk. However, I am 
aware that you have your own beauties—for example, your out-
standing orange color, your extreme flexibility, and your mindful 
moving when you slide from here to there. At least I feel peace-
ful compassion towards you. I look forward to more meaningful 
conversations with you.

Your sister,

So-and-So

My dear friend, I don’t respond to Sister So-and-So. It’s not 
necessary. Anyway, when the heart is connected, we don’t really 
need to say much. You know it and I know it. That’s quite enough. 
Wouldn’t you agree with me?  

Limace is the French word for “slug.”

Sister So-and-So is 
Sister Trang Mai Thon, 
of  Vietnamese origin. 

Before becoming a 
novice nun in 2011, 

she lived in Brisbane, 
Queensland, Australia, 
and practiced with the 
Brisbane Mindfulness 

Practicing Group 
(English-speaking) 

and the Solidity and 
Freedom Sangha 

(Vietnamese-speaking). 
She currently lives and 
practices with the Plum 

Village Sangha in the 
New Hamlet.

Flowing Waters Retreat 
at Mount Shasta

• Pilgrimage to Mt. Shasta sacred sites
• Three lovely dwellings next to pure creek waters 
• Deep rest in warm mineral water
• Meditation huts bordering the National Forest

A mindfulness practice center 
for group, couple and solo retreats.

Lovely photos on our website.

ShastaFlowingWaters.com
Laurel 415 454 0391
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I live in Brighton, on the south coast of the United Kingdom. It’s a 
vibrant city bordered by the ocean on the south side and by the South 
Downs, with its many beautiful hills, woodlands, and parks, almost 
encircling the rest of the city. The South Downs was recently given 
the status of national park because of its natural beauty. This beauty is 
in large part due to centuries of sheep-grazing on the chalk hillsides.

For several years, I volunteered with a conservation group and 
we went out every Tuesday, cutting down overgrown bushes, coppic-
ing woodland trees, building stiles and steps, clearing rubbish from 
the beach—whatever we’d been asked to do on that day. I thoroughly 
enjoyed working mindfully with nature. 

One day we were working on a steep, hilly site when I overheard 
the park ranger saying he was intending to bring sheep into the park 
to keep the undergrowth in check and would need volunteers to help 
keep an eye on them. As a keen knitter, I saw this as a wonderfully 
circular thing to do: help with the initial clearing of the site, look 
after the sheep, and, with any luck, obtain some fleece to knit myself 
a warm sweater.

My dream came true! I attended a training day, and for three 
years now, I’ve been going twice a week, early in the morning, to 
watch the sheep. I have to check the electric fence, look out for any 
signs of sickness in the flock, and make sure they have sufficient 
water. When I’m finished, I sit on a bench or on the battery box and 
meditate for a while, listening to the birdsong and feeling the wind 
and morning sun on my face. I have had some of the best meditation 
experiences in this way, feeling completely at one with nature, totally 
ego-free! On one of the sites there is a dewpond which freezes in 
winter and then, in spring, I can watch swallows and swifts dipping 
low over the water, ruffling the clouds’ reflections.

The chalk grassland of the South Downs is quite rare. In the past, 
many species of butterfly came to visit the flowers that grow there. 
The conservation initiative is now recreating that habitat. The sheep 
crop the grass, but they are taken off in late spring to allow the flow-
ers to bloom. We’re seeing more and more butterflies visiting these 
sites. The sheep are particularly hardy breeds that are used solely to 
preserve the habitat, not for meat production. It’s wonderful to be a 
part of such an organic project. And I have a beautiful dark brown 
sweater which I knitted from a Herdwick sheep fleece to keep me 
warm on those hills.  

Vivien Eliades, True Valuable 
Flower, lives in Brighton and 
sometimes in a small village 
in Cyprus, with her husband 

Barry. They practise with 
Pebbles Sangha and have five 

grown-up children and three 
grandsons. Vivien took the 

Fourteen Mindfulness Trainings 
at Nottingham in 2012. Apart 
from sheep ‘lookering,’ she’s 

a massage therapist and amateur 
photographer.

I Organic 
Woolen 
Circle 
By Vivien Eliades
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Teaching of the 
Mountains 

By Eileen Kiera

At my home in Mountain Lamp Community, I often practice 
walking meditation as the sun comes up over the mountains across 
the valley. When I walk, I don’t think about where I am going or 
wonder what the next step is going to be like. I don’t question if 
I can be present to touch the Earth. I walk as a mountain, in still-
ness, in solidity, in trust. And I find the mountains alive within 
me. Their presence informs me and enfolds me at the same time. 
On some days I see myself in the mountains, and I realize my 
mountain nature. On other days, the mountains realize themselves 
through me.

Any idea of “this step” or of “walking” separates me. When 
I have a thought of mountains as “out there” and me as “in here,” 
then I am already separate. My practice of mindfulness is to let 
go of all separation so that subject and object drop away and are 
transcended by the activity of the moment.   Practicing in this way, 
we experience our body as mindfulness itself, with no thought 
whatsoever. With this dropping away of self-identification, the 
mountains are there, walking with me. Indeed, the whole universe 
walks with me, coming forth in a particular and immediate way. 
The plane overhead walks with me. The wind in the trees walks 
with me. The birds in the air walk with me. If I am applying words 
to it, I’ve already separated myself. 

 Mountains do not identify themselves as separate from each 
other. The shoulder of one mountain touches the shoulder of the 
next mountain. They flow into each other. When we are walking 
in a mountain range, it is difficult to tell where one mountain ends 
and another one begins. Although we may call them Mt. Rainier 

AI have discovered 

that not-knowing 

and trust have the 

same nature, like 

the head and tail 

of a coin.
photos by Lynn Duffy
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or Glacier Peak, they have the same source and are of the same 
nature. Their nature as separate and yet not separate points to our 
true nature as well. Through our practice, we touch the truth that 
there is no separate self, and yet, of course, each of us lives within 
our own skin. We sit together in Sangha, without any thought of 
“me” and “you.”

Just sitting, our mind at peace, it’s hard to know where any one 
of us begins or ends. Our shoulders run into each other, while at the 
same time, we each sit on our own cushion. Our breaths mingle. 
Our steps are the same quiet steps, yet we each walk on feet we 
call our own. Likewise, though we call mountains by their separate 
names, they all have the same true name. It is “mountain,” and 
though we can give it a name, a mountain exists beyond anything 
called a mountain. 

When I listen to the mountains, they speak of the courage to 
engage anew in each moment. Neither mountains, nor you, nor 
I, are ever given to know the next moment. For humans, this can 
be a basis for fear. We have plans and hopes for the future, but no 
matter how forward-looking we are, we can never know what is 
ahead of us. Our instinct is to create an idea about the future that 
gives us a sense of knowing and a sense of security. It is a hedge 
against fear. 

The transformation of this fear comes through trust. It takes 
trust to have the courage to stay here in “not-knowing.” We learn 
to trust things just as they are in each moment and to trust each 
moment as it unfolds. Even when we don’t necessarily like what’s 
happening, we still trust it in order to stay engaged. I have discov-
ered that not-knowing and trust have the same nature, like the head 
and tail of a coin. The head on one side of a nickel and the image 
on the other side are different, but together they are one coin. In 
the same way, not-knowing and trust belong to the same reality. 

 The courage of a mountain to stand in solidity and stillness 
is like the courage of the bodhisattva to not turn away from any-
thing, whether we like it or we wish it were different. This gives 
rise to the deepest acceptance, and with this mountain courage, 
we engage with the world just as it is.

Standing solidly and calmly, mountains engage with the world 
around themselves. Mountains gather the clouds and change the 
wind’s direction. Like the clear example of our venerable teacher 
in Plum Village, whose presence has changed us and the world, 
a mountain changes the world around itself through its presence. 
Clouds gather because mountains reach high into the sky. Rain 
falls because mountains stand solid and stable. Their presence is 
enough for the clouds to transform into rain.  Mountains are not 
anxious to change themselves or the world around them. They 
simply live the truth of their existence in each moment. With no 
effort, they manifest snow in the winter and wildflowers in July. 
They manifest marmots in their rock falls and vast space within 
their range. Yet they are rarely, if ever, passive. They are intimately 
engaged in each arising moment, whether that moment is deemed 
good or bad, is liked or disliked, is welcome or unwelcome. Touch-

ing the solidity, stillness, and trust of a mountain gives us a great 
courage to stand like a mountain, to walk like a mountain, to smile 
like a mountain. And in that standing, walking, and smiling, our 
dualistic concepts and self-identifications fall away. We touch our 
mountain nature and we enter into something that is ancient and 
perennial, like the vastness of the mountains. And from that place, 
we step forth. Mountains, thus, are realized through us; mountains, 
thus, are realized as us.  

Excerpted from a Dharma talk given on May 31, 2011. 

Eileen Kiera, True Lamp, is 
co-founder of  Mountain Lamp 
Community, a rural residential 

practice center in the North 
Cascades, and Dharma Gate, 
a mindfulness practice center 

in Seattle. Thich Nhat Hahn 
acknowledged her as a Dharma 

teacher in 1990, and since 
then she has led retreats in the 

U.S., Europe, and Australia. Her 
primary commitment, however, 

is to support the maturing of  
Dharma practice near her home 

in the Pacific Northwest.

A rural practice center 
in the foothills of the 
North Cascades, WA

Teacher: Eileen Kiera

                       

Deep River, Clear Streams
July 13-20

Mindfulness Retreat

Year-round retreat 
schedule

M O U N T A I N   L A M P

mountainlamp.org
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Ship’s Log: October 15, 2008, 14:10—Atlantic Ocean just outside 
Port Everglades, Florida

“That’s it! When in doubt, let it out,” coaches Peter, the nauti-
cal salesman who helped us secure two crisp, new sails for our 
vessel. Husband Dave and I spent the past year, when air currents 
split the fabric of our fourteen-year-old sail at its weakest points, 
patching holes and taping tears. But now our ship is adorned with 
fresh, high-quality sails, and Peter is here on this overcast afternoon 
to share the secrets of proper sail trim. 

“Let the line out until the forward edge of the mainsail flut-
ters,” Peter encourages, “and then pull the line back in until the 
fluttering stops. That is perfect trim.” Dave executes his instruction. 

“But we’re not going all that fast,” I complain after a moment. 

“Look at that sail,” urges Peter. “Look at it. It’s perfect. It’s 
happy. This is what a happy sail looks like. This is all you’re going 
to get from the boat in today’s conditions. This is what a great sail 
on a great boat on a great day looks like.”

S

Sailing at the 
Earth’s Tempo

By Heather Lyn Mann

My eyes climb the vertical expanse, squinting into sunlight 
as my mouth opens. I struggle desperately to see what he sees, to 
memorize the shape that is ideal. The glossy sail glints brightly 
in the subdued daylight. Otherwise, nothing looks unique about 
the sail’s appearance; it’s nothing special. Suddenly, I catch on. 

I have touched nirvana today—and many days in the past—
and I have not known it. I didn’t feel satisfied unless the boat was 
moving fast. Out of the blue, I feel a long-held obsession with go-
ing fast as a tangible, menacing gremlin. For decades, the urge for 
speed robbed me of a quieter pleasure: the acceptance of peaceful 
present moments at a slower pace. Throughout my sailing career I 
equated moving slowly with doing something wrong. I have never 
accepted the beauty of this lazy state, the languor of the prolonged, 
the gift of the easy, because I have been hungry for excitement, 
desperate for perfection. 

“Look,” Peter chides. “You can work this thing to death if you 
want—jacking the mainsail up and down by inches to add or sub-
tract shape, moving it in and out with every wisp of air—but you’re 
cruisers, not racers. You might get another quarter- to half-knot of 

I struggle desperately 

to see what he sees, to 

memorize the shape that 

is ideal.
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Seeing Clearly: Wisdom
from Mountain Lamp 
Diminishing sight causes me to kneel
to get intimate with bleeding hearts,
buttercups, coral bells,
delicately shaped, resounding colors.
If suchness neither comes nor goes
Spring blossoms in my heart through all the seasons.

The great oak gives its strength without action.
The bird song wafts into the clear mind.
It is not in the doing that you give without  

need for return.
It is the heart pulsing, the out breath of compassion
that spreads the Buddha essence into the world.

– Alexa Singer-Telles

 
Alexa Singer-Telles, 

True Silent Action, 
practices with River Oak 

Sangha in Redding, 
California. These poems 

were inspired by the 
Diamond Sutra Retreat 

at Mountain Lamp  
in 2012.

speed on the boat, but it is impossible to do that all day, every 
day. What’s your hurry? There is no contest. You’ll get there.”

It occurs to me at this moment that slowing down to a point 
of ease is not a luxury. Going slow is part of the natural order of 
things. The planet does not rush; moments when nature moves 
at great speed are a long time in the making. When I slow down 
to the Earth’s tempo, I am nourished by layers of wilderness 
operating simultaneously, the nesting of ecosystems. My body 
is host to bacterial life forms; my boat—filled with tools, water, 
and food from land—is host to my body; the ocean, sky, and 
surrounding life forms are host to my boat; planet Earth as it 
spins around the sun is host to the ocean; our galaxy in the 
expanse of space is host to the Earth. 

By slowing down, which is a necessary pre-condition to 
mindfulness, it is possible to observe complex relationships 
among living organisms and the physical environment. Ecology 
is the branch of science studying these relationships. By being 
mindful of the ecology of things interacting around me and 
through me and moving in concert with these natural forces, I 
can experience deep inner knowing—divine wisdom—and join 
the great Earth in thinking and acting as an ecosystem. This 
is a vital skill if I am to make real my aspiration to cultivate 
healing actions for individuals, society, and Mother Earth. It 
is the perfection of my sails on this day that brings to life the 
Buddha’s lesson of slowing my thoughts and actions to the 
pace of Earth herself; in this way, I connect—like a fellow 
musician—to Earth’s symphony. 

After a bit, we deliver Peter back to shore. He is in a rush 
to meet his son. “Thank you,” I blurt. “The time you spent 
with us today has made a real difference in how we will do 
things from now on.” Words catch hard in my throat and I 
grow speechless. He has ushered in for me an acceptance of 
ease with the natural order of the world. He has shown me, 
through my sails, how to witness the tempo of the planet 
so I can move in harmony with the reality that surrounds. 
I am grateful for his insight, but his mind is unconscious 
of the profoundness of his own message. I can find no 
words in this moment to properly speak to the magnitude of  
his gift. 

 

Heather Lyn Mann,  
True Lotus Peace, practices 
with Snowflower Sangha in 

Madison, Wisconsin. In 1996, 
Mann founded the Center 
for Resilient Cities (www.

ResilientCities.org) and  
today lives with her husband 

and cat on a sailboat in the 
Atlantic as she writes a  

climate change memoir.
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photo by Lowie van Liere

Many participants were shocked during the Path of the Buddha 
retreat when they saw Upper Hamlet’s lotus pond. They had hoped 
to see beautiful flowering lotuses but instead observed turbid wa-
ter. All lotus plants had vanished. The pond had been invaded by 
crayfish. When it was quiet during the evening, tiny movements 
could be observed in the water at the pond’s borders. Crayfish were 
having their dinner, consisting of the remaining plants, insects, 
and even small frogs. In the grass surrounding the pond, I found a 
number of beautiful red and black crayfish pincers. The remnants 
of the crayfish had ended up in the stomach of a heron.

In a very short period the pond had changed, with hardly any 
plants left in the water. The omnivorous crayfish were obviously 
very fond of the young lotus shoots and perhaps even the seeds. The 
turbidity of the water is caused by the crayfish digging in the mud to 
find food and to protect themselves from potential predation. When 
the other retreat participants had their evening walking medita-
tion, I went back to the pond equipped with a small fishing net. I 
caught two species of crayfish, both non-natives in this region. The 
narrow-clawed crayfish (Astacus leptodactylus) comes from the 
Black Sea area, and the Louisiana crayfish (Procambarus clarkia) 
originates from Mexico and Florida. I didn’t find any European 
noble crayfish (Astacus astacus). This species is threatened with 
extinction because of the invasion of numerous “alien” species. 
But remember that the lotus, also, isn’t native to France.

The next night I slowly walked around the pond, counting 
crayfish eating plants at the water-land transition. Crayfish medita-
tion. I found 130 crayfish, which means that the total number of 
crayfish in the pond may very well exceed one thousand.

How did the crayfish reach the pond? There are a few possible 
explanations. For example, someone may have had an aquarium 
and bought several tiny crayfish. But they grew. And then they 
ended up in ponds and ditches in the neighbourhood. Restaurants 
are a possible source, too, but there aren’t any near Upper Hamlet. 

M Crayfish are able to walk across land, so they might have come 
from the water reservoirs that irrigate the adjoining vineyards. 
French farmers are known to cultivate crayfish for consumption. 
However, the nearest reservoir is more than five hundred meters 
away, and the crayfish would have had to walk across much dry, 
hard ground. Besides, one hundred meters beyond the first pond is 
another with very clear water, which still has lotus flowers grow-
ing and flowering in it. Why hadn’t the crayfish, or at least some 
of them, walked the farther distance to this second pond? When 
I asked Brother Phap Dung, he knew: “That’s where Thay lives.”

Brother Phap Dung knew my background as an aquatic 
ecologist, and he asked me what could be done to restore lotuses 
in the pond. Several measures sprang to mind. Small pike-perches 
could be introduced because they like murky water and crayfish. 
Unfortunately, when the water became clear again, they would have 
to be replaced with small pikes, which like clear water and dense 
vegetation. Even better would be an Asiatic fish of prey that feels 
at home in dense vegetation and eats crayfish, but the only example 
I could think of, the carp, also likes plant sprouts. Neither herons 
nor eels could be the solution: the quietness of Upper Hamlet is 
too lively for a heron population, and with the eel (threatened with 
extinction), one does not perform experiments.

A smile was the answer to all my scientific fuss. Phap Dung 
proposed that the monks should temporarily stop their vegan way 
of life and put crayfish, hand caught, on the menu. He laughed 
heartily and found his proposal a good joke. But the genuine an-
swer that followed was a real Dharma teaching: “In the past, the 
pond was there for lotus plants and flowers; in the here and the 
now, the pond is there for crayfish.”

In many Dharma talks, Thay speaks of the exercise of de-
tachment. Not being attached, for example, to lotus plants. And 
now? As I write, a pair of crayfish pincers left by a heron lie in 
front of me. Fifteen centimeters of power, beauty, and sharpness. 

Crayfish  
in a  

Lotus Pond
By Lowie van Liere
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I found 130 crayfish, which means that 

the total number of crayfish in the pond 

may very well exceed one thousand.

And perhaps the lotus plants and flowers will 
return. When the food for crayfish is gone, they 
may leave the pond. Then we will have the mud 
back. And if the crayfish have left enough seeds, 
we soon will see the lotus flowering again in the 
Upper Hamlet pond. Some years after that, cray-
fish may appear again. So, if we look deeply at 
the present crayfish in the pond, we see the lotus, 
and, of course, the mud. Simply interbeing.  

This story was previously published (in 
Dutch) in the Dutch Sangha magazine, De 
Klankschaal (The Mindfulness Bell). Thanks are 
due to Brother Phap Dung for pleasant discus-
sions and teaching, and to Jolijn Zegwaard for  
linguistic help.

Lowie van Liere, 
Great Vow of  the Heart, 
is an aquatic ecologist 
from the Netherlands 
with some experience 
in ecosystem recov-
ery. He represents the 
Party for the Animals in 
the Water Authority of  
Rijnland.
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a few courses we will be offering in the summer and fall of 2013, Waldbrol, Germany

July 10-16 
the economics of happiness:  
a transgenerational Wake up retreat  
(those over 35 are also welcome)  
With the EIAB monastics and  
Dr. Ha Vinh Tho, program coordinator of the 
Gross National Happiness Centre in Bhutan 
and a Plum Village Dharma teacher  

July 19-26 
Wake up schools: mindfulness  
practice for teachers 
With Sr. Annabel (Chan Duc),  
Sr. Jewel (Chau Nghiem), and Richard Brady  

september 6-11 
healing happens Inside 
With Br. Phap An

september 18-22
Calming our minds
With Sr. Annabel (Chan Duc)

september 27-oct 4
the autumn of our life:  
a Course for seniors
With Sr. Bi Nghiem (Sr. Ingrid)  
and Annette Schramm

July 19-26 
Youth Camp for teens
With Br. Phap Trach and the  
EIAB monastics 

July 26-august 9 
summer retreat 
With EIAB monastics

august 16-23 
there Is no Way to happiness,  
happiness Is the Way 
With Br. Phap An

august 21-25 
mindfulness and psychotherapy 
With Mary O’Callaghan and  
Sr. Bi Nghiem (Sr. Ingrid)
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The North American Dharma Teachers Sangha (DTS) was formed 
in 2010 by those in Canada and the United States who have re-
ceived lamp transmission from the Ven. Thich Nhat Hanh. We 
have joined together for encouragement, support, and clarity as we 
fulfill our many responsibilities within local Sanghas. There are 
currently sixty members of the DTS, and the Care-Taking Council 
(CTC) was chosen to be our representative body.

This March, the CTC gathered for our annual in-person 
meeting at Blue Cliff Monastery. The CTC annual meeting has 
become important for us as a community, to deepen our connec-
tion and further our work and practice. This year at Blue Cliff, we 
joined the Thursday Day of Mindfulness with the community and 
participated daily in the monastic schedule of sitting and walking 
meditation. We also spent time meeting each day to continue our 
work. Throughout the year, we meet monthly by conference call, 
so to work and practice together in person is deeply renewing.

In the past two years, we’ve formed several working commit-
tees of CTC and DTS members. The committees have worked on 
a variety of tasks, such as supporting the monastic community in 
organizing OI transmission ceremonies, and developing resources 
to help address topics brought to us by local Sanghas.

The governance committee has developed by-laws that de-
termine how the DTS makes decisions as a Sangha and how the 
Care-Taking Council renews itself with new members. The by-
laws create an organizational structure to help us work together 
as Dharma teachers. The organizational model applies to us as a 
sub-group within the OI, not to the OI as a whole. 

At the request of our monastic brothers and sisters, the as-
pirancy committee has developed Order of Interbeing aspirant 
and mentoring materials in order to support aspirants as well as 

T the Dharma teachers and OI members who are mentoring them. 
The aspirancy materials have been emailed to OI members and 
posted on the Order website, www.tiephien.org. The materials are 
intended to help minimize difficulties that were encountered by 
aspirants in the past. They include things such as pre-aspiration 
checklists and contemplation questions, as well as information the 
monastic community needs prior to ordination.

The harmony and ethics committee has adopted Policies and 
Procedures for use if ethical concerns regarding Dharma teachers 
arise, and a Conflict Guide to help resolve difficulties that may 
arise anywhere in our community. These materials draw on our 
tradition’s many skillful means, those used by western conflict 
resolution professionals, and on the experience of Sanghas and 
Dharma teachers throughout the U.S. and Canada.

The communications committee is exploring ways to provide 
these materials to Dharma teachers, OI members, and Sanghas in 
the near future, using a variety of means. We expect to place them 
on the Order website with links posted to the OI yahoo groups, 
and perhaps to email the materials to North American Sanghas.

We, the Dharma Teachers Sangha, offer our work with the 
loving intention to support not only Dharma teachers, but all with 
whom we walk this path of practice. We offer it for anyone to use 
in any way that can benefit our Sanghas.

Please feel free to contact the council at dts-na@tiephien.org  
if you would like to explore any of these topics further.  

 
The current members of  the Care-Taking Council are  

Brother Phap Ho, Brother Phap Vu, Rowan Conrad, Lyn Fine, 
Chan Huy, Eileen Kiera, Jack Lawlor, Cheri Maples, Bill Menza, 

Anh Huong Nguyen, Mitchell Ratner, and Leslie Rawls. 

Dharma 
Teachers 

Sangha 
News

photo by David Nelson
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On the mantle in my social work office sits a small brown and tan owl. A 
dear Sangha member gave me this stuffed animal as an acknowledgment 
and reminder of the wisdom I can offer. My eight-year-old son Isaac 
spotted this little owl one day and asked if he could have it. I responded 
that I wanted to leave it in my office but that he could play with it when 
he came to visit. I reminded him that he had a large collection of stuffed 
animals at home, and that this was here to remind me to be wise.

A few days later Isaac gave me a paper bag. He often blesses me 
with gifts of his artwork; however, I was particularly touched by this 
gift. He had cut a paper bag into an owl puppet, using round stickers to 
form its face. Inside this puppet he had placed a drawing (shown here). 
Isaac had drawn a picture of a tree with owls and baby owls. A moon 
shone overhead and a rock sat on the ground at the base of the tree. 
A bat joined an owl in the air. Speech bubbles were drawn from these 
beings, and within each, Isaac had written the word “sangha.” 

I sat next to my child in silence and wonder, receiving his teaching 
of wisdom and Sangha.  

O
Owls  
and Sangha
Story by Lori Zook-Stanley 
Illustration by Isaac Zook-Stanley

Lori Zook-Stanley is a 
member of  Blooming 

Heart Sangha in 
Minneapolis, Minnesota. 

Isaac and his sister 
Sophia are her primary 

Dharma teachers.
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We all feel great love and affection for our monastic sisters and 
brothers. Their mindful living provides a beautiful example of the 
joy we may experience by living simply in our busy society. Their 
study and practice in spreading the Dharma fulfills our desire to 
bring peace to our world community. Their care for our retreat 
centers and educational institutions ensures we will enjoy places 
of respite and healing. Our monastic sisters and brothers selflessly 
serve our community and ask so little in return.

Thich Nhat Hanh currently leads about six hundred monks and 
nuns living in the United States, Thailand, Vietnam, Hong Kong, 
France, Australia, and Germany. These special people have an 
enormous positive impact as they travel and provide retreats and 
Dharma talks all over the world. Our monastics share the practice 
of mindfulness, face to face, with more than 200,000 people a year.

In the Buddhist tradition, members of the monastic com-
munity relied on the support of the lay Sangha to provide for the 
basic needs of their simple lives. They still do so today. 

The Monastic Trust Fund is an endowment* that has been 
created to care for the needs of the monastics while ensuring that 
your gift continues giving. Only the interest that your gift earns is 
used to support the monastics. This means your gift will support 
these spiritual leaders in perpetuity. 

Our goal is to grow this fund to ten million dollars in order 
to ensure the care and continuation of our monastic community. 
Your gift will provide for the well-being of our monastic brothers 
and sisters for many years to come by providing ensured funding 
for sustenance, shelter, and health care. 

In 2013, a very generous member of our Sangha will con-
tribute two dollars for every dollar you contribute this year, up to 
$500,000! This 2:1 match helps ensure that your gift will provide 
the greatest benefit possible to our monastic sisters and brothers. 
This means that, for example, your gift of $1,000, matched with 
$2,000, will result in a total fund gift of $3,000.

Supporting our monastic community is an honor and a way 
to express our deep gratitude to Thay. Our sisters and brothers are 
the loving spirits sowing and nurturing the seeds of mindfulness, 
compassion, and peace. To support them in this loving work they 
do in the world on behalf of all of us, please consider generously 
supporting our brothers and sisters with a gift to the Monastic 
Trust Fund.

Please make your check payable to the Monastic Trust Fund 
and send to:

Thich Nhat Hanh Foundation 
2499 Melru Lane 
Escondido, CA 92026

For further information or to make your gift online, visit: 
ThichNhatHanhFoundation.org.  

*The Monastic Trust Fund is a separate 501c3 organization established 
solely to support our community’s monastic sisters and brothers. 

W

I was in Florida, on my way to work. It was a beautiful 
day. The sky was a clear blue all the way to the horizon. 
I remember appreciating the beauty of the sky, then 
thinking of my niece and nephew, wondering if, when 
they get older, having faced all the challenges that 
life has to offer, they will still be capable of enjoying 
something so simple as the clear blue sky. I know that 
growing up, nothing in my education had taught me 
how to do that. And because of all the love and peace 
that was in me at that moment, it became very clear 
to me what I wanted 
to do with my life. 
Just as Thay had 
helped me, I wanted 
to help others to 
wake up to the 
wonders of life and 
to find peace and 
happiness.  

– Sister Lanh Nghiem

Monastic 
Trust Fund

Ensuring the Future of Our 
Spiritual Community

photo by Paul Davis

Touching the Earth, I open myself to this beautiful planet and all of the 
life that is here.

[BELL]

[ALL TOUCH THE EARTH]

 With heart and mind open, I see that there is no separation between 
my body and the body of the Earth. Every mineral in this flesh and bone 
has been stone and soil and it will be again. Looking into one calcium 
molecule in my bone, I can see that it used to be part of the body of a green 
leaf. Before that, it was part of the living soil in a garden. Long before that, 
it was a shell in the sea. I see the continuation of this calcium molecule 
in so many forms and now in my bone. I can see that the Earth element in 
me will return to the soil and manifest as other forms of life in the future.

I know that every drop of my blood has been the rain, rivers, and ocean, 
and it will be again. I can see the life of a water molecule in my blood 
extending back to before the non-beginning. I can see the water I drink 
becoming part of my body. Looking back further, I can see that water has 
been part of every river and every ocean since the beginning of the Earth. I 
can see that the hydrogen and oxygen that make up this water have been in 
existence long before the Earth formed. Although my blood feels so much 
like a part of “me,” I know it will continue in many forms forever.

The air that gives life to every cell in my body has lived in trees and 
other animals and in the vast sky, and it will again. I see the air element 
in me —the air that I can feel going in and out of my lungs and the air that 
is carried throughout my body, keeping me alive. I know this air is part of 
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Touching  
the Earth  
for Ecological 
Regeneration
By T. Ambrose Desmond
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the vast ocean of the atmosphere moving in and out of all people, 
animals, plants, and microorganisms. I see we are all breathing 
together.

The warmth of my body is the warmth of the sun. I see the 
sun’s warmth radiating through space to the Earth and connecting 
with a green leaf. That leaf miraculously transforms the energy 
into sugar. As I take that leaf into my body, I transform the sugar 
back into warmth. I can see that the sun is alive in me.

I can see clearly that the Earth is not my environment. It is 
my body and there is no separation.

[THREE BREATHS]

[BELL]

[ALL STAND UP]

Touching the Earth, I open myself to all of the suffering that 
is present in the Earth.

[BELL]

[ALL TOUCH THE EARTH] 

With heart and mind open, I see clearly that the Earth and 
I are one body. With tenderness and love, I bring my awareness 
to the suffering that is present in this collective body. I see the 
mineral element that is stone becoming soil, becoming vegeta-
tion, becoming flesh and bone, becoming soil again. I also see the 
suffering that is present in the mineral element. I see the toxins 
we have made creating sickness and cancer in living beings, and 
the pesticides and fertilizers poisoning the soil. I know that the 
suffering of the mineral element is my suffering. I embrace this 
suffering with tenderness and love.

I see the water element. I see the ocean becoming cloud, 
becoming rain, becoming drinking water, becoming blood, and 
returning. I also see the suffering in the water element. I see thou-
sands of children without clean water to drink, and the toxins we 
have allowed to be released in streams, aquifers and oceans, and 
all of the suffering they cause. I know the suffering of the water 
element is my suffering. I embrace this suffering with tenderness 
and love.

I see the air element. I see the one ocean of air circulating 
through all life and through the vast sky. I also see the suffering in 
the air element. I see pollution in the air and the sickness it causes. 
I know the suffering of the air element is my suffering. I embrace 
this suffering with tenderness and love.  

I see the fire element. I see the energy of the sun warming the 
Earth, turning into sugars when it touches green leaves, and those 
leaves becoming my body. I see that the heat in my body is the 
heat of the sun. I also see the suffering in the fire element. I see 
the ocean levels rising, the polar ice caps melting, and all of the 
destruction caused by global climate change. I know the suffering 
of the fire element is my suffering. I embrace this suffering with 
tenderness and love. 

[THREE BREATHS]

[BELL]

[ALL STAND UP]

Touching the Earth, I open myself to the enormous capacity 
for healing that is present in the ancestors and in the Earth.

[BELL]

[ALL TOUCH THE EARTH]

 With heart and mind open, I see the Earth herself as a living 
body. I see her capacity to adapt and heal herself. I know that she 
is strong and that she has a miraculous capacity to transform a 
toxin into a resource in the same way I can transform suffering 
into compassion.

I can see the Earth billions of years ago, when she was covered 
with single-celled organisms that could breathe only carbon diox-
ide. These single-celled organisms produced oxygen as a waste, 
and the increasing amount of oxygen in the atmosphere threatened 
to end life on Earth. I see that in that moment, the Earth began to 
manifest new single-celled organisms that breathed oxygen and 
restored the balance in the atmosphere.  

I see that this creativity is still alive in the Earth and in human 
beings. I know all of the solutions to our environmental problems 
already exist. I know my ancestors have discovered ways of har-
nessing the power of the wind and sun and water to provide for 
all of our needs. I see intentional communities, permaculture food 
forests, electric trains, and compassionate conflict resolution. I 
also see my own capacity to embrace suffering with mindfulness 
and love, transforming it into compassion.

Looking deeply, I see that all that is needed for global healing 
is present within me and all around me. I feel immense gratitude 
for this miraculous power of transformation.

[THREE BREATHS]

[TWO BELLS]

[ALL STAND UP]  

T. Ambrose Desmond is a 
psychotherapist, student of  

Thich Nhat Hanh, and member 
of  the Order of  Interbeing. 

He offers therapy and 
consultation through  

www.phonecounseling.net.
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Earth Peace Treaty Commitment Sheet

I, _______________________________________________, commit to:

___ Walk or bike to work ___ days per week.

___ Walk or bike to places within five miles.

___ Carpool to work or use mass transit.

___ Reduce air travel to less than ___ flight hours per year. 

___ Purchase energy credits to compensate for travel.

___ Have a car-free day once a week.

___ Have a car-free day once a month.

___ Work at home one day a week.

___ Reduce car trips by ___%.

___ Use stairs, not elevators and escalators.

___ Have an electricity-free day once a week.

___ Get an energy audit of my home and improve its 

efficiency.

___ Purchase and install solar panels at home.

___ Purchase renewable-source electricity (wind, 

geothermal).

___ Air-dry clothes (without a dryer).

___ Reduce the use of hair dryers and appliances.

___ Support farmers and reduce food-miles by buying 

local produce.

___ Grow produce at home.

___ Do not use pesticides or herbicides.

___ Purchase ___% organic food.

___ Join a community-supported agriculture group near  

my home.

___ Replace light bulbs at home with compact 

fluorescents.

___ Eliminate the use of air conditioning at home.

___ Reduce air conditioning at home by ___ degrees.

___ Reduce heating at home by ___ degrees.

___ Install a programmable thermostat at home.

___ Install energy-efficient insulation and windows at 

home.

___ Eat only vegetarian food.

___ Drive a fuel-efficient vehicle.

___ Avoid purchasing disposable items with lots of 

packaging.

___ Replace paper napkins, towels, and plates with reusable 

equivalents.

___ Use a library instead of buying books, as much as 

possible.

___ Use cloth or other reusable bags for shopping, etc.

___ Use biodegradable cleaning products.

___ Compost kitchen waste.

___ Encourage office/school to recycle.

___ Share magazines and catalogs by donating them to 

clinics, etc.

___ Reuse and recycle all items possible.

___ Buy clothing in used clothing/thrift shops.

___ Plant native and drought-tolerant plants where 

applicable.

___ Plant ___ trees in my neighborhood.

___ Turn off computers while not in use.

___ Install a power strip for appliances to avoid drawing 

ghost electricity.

___ Set computer and display to turn off after 10 minutes 

of inactivity.

This sheet offers a number of steps we can take to reduce the impact of our ecological footprint on 
the Earth. Please look over this list of actions and, if you feel inspired, commit to a few or more of 
them by marking the blank with a “√” (check). If you already are currently practicing the step, 
mark an “X” on the blank. When you are done, please copy your commitments onto a piece of paper 
that you can carry with you as a reminder. Please share your commitments with your Sangha, allowing 
other practitioners and friends to see and to be inspired by your actions. 
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___ Reduce use of hot water by ___%.

___ Take short showers, using warm water 
rather than hot water.

___ Install a solar water heating unit.

___ Re-use greywater.

___ When urinating only, do not flush the toilet.

___ Turn off faucet while brushing teeth and shaving.

___ Reduce overall water use by ___%.

___ Install a system to capture and store rainwater.

___ Pick up trash along walking/jogging route. ___ Encourage a friend to commit to items on this list. 

___ Educate myself on ecological issues.

___ Write articles and stories to help others get in touch with 
their ecosystem.

___ Meditate once a week on my relationship to the 
ecosystem in which I live.

___ Meditate once a week on how I can reduce my
 consumption, and act on this.

___ Write to local and national politicians calling for

 more effective environmental legislation.

___ Support local environmental organizations.

My own commitment proposals:

I make the commitment to practice the items that I have checked above so that I may reduce the 
ecological impact of my way of living.

Signature: ____________________________________  Date: _______________

The Earth Peace Treaty Commitment Sheet is available as a PDF to download. 
Please visit: http://www.mindfulnessbell.org/articles/Earth-Peace-Treaty.pdf
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In January of 2013, U.S. Vice President Joe Biden met with repre-
sentatives of the media and with makers of video games to discuss 
how the glorification of weapons and violence in film, television, 
and computer games can be curbed. The impetus for the memorable 
meeting was the massacre in Newtown, Connecticut, in which 
twenty primary-school children were killed. Only a few days later, 
British Labour politician Diane Abbot started a campaign against 
“hypersexualization” in the British media, recognizing publicly 
that free access to pornography has proven to be damaging to the 
development of children. And in Berlin, massive protests happened 
after a gym posted advertisements using a violent slogan only one 
hundred meters from the site where Jonny K. had been beaten to 
death a few months before. Worldwide, there seems to be a gradual 
recognition of the simple fact that we reap what we sow.

The Buddha offered us a helpful perspective, teaching that 
everything we consume—even intellectual content—is food. If 
we poison our minds, eventually we will become sick. Buddha’s 
view of the human mind was realistic: in each of us, there is a 
potential mass murderer as well as a potential Buddha. If we 
nurture the seeds of hatred and violence, we will reap hatred and 
violence. From a grain of wheat, only wheat will grow. If we take 
this seriously, we discover that a profound paradigm shift is needed 
regarding the role of art and media. 

Buddhist psychology teaches us that it’s not about suppressing 
our impulses of hatred, anger, and greed, but about dealing with 
these seeds in a loving and compassionate way so that they won’t 
do any harm, individually or collectively. How can we practice 
this in everyday life? How can artists, journalists, and creative 
professionals integrate Buddhist ethics into their work? Artists 
have a strong impact on the collective consciousness; what seeds 
do they water? 

At the first retreat of the Mindful Artists Network in Findhorn, 
Scotland, we will explore these questions. The Mindful Artists 
Network was founded in 2012 in Plum Village by Susanne Olbrich 
(pianist and composer) and Aleksandra Kumorek (writer and 
director). The retreat will take place June 28-30, 2013, under the 
spiritual guidance of Dharma teacher Sister Jewel (Chau Nghiem). 
This will be an opportunity for dialogue, deep looking, creative 
collaboration, networking, and joint practice. We invite artists and 
journalists from all Buddhist traditions to join us for this occasion. 
More information is available at www.mindful-artists.org.  

Aleksandra Kumorek, True Profound Ideas, is a writer, 
director, and lecturer in Berlin. Since 2012 she has 

been a member of  the Order of  Interbeing.

I
Paradigm 
Shift
Mindful Artists Network Retreat

By Aleksandra Kumorek

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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book REVIEWS 

Ten Breaths  
to Happiness
Touching Life in Its Fullness 

By Glen Schneider

Foreword by Thich Nhat Hanh

Parallax Press, 2013  
Soft cover, 108 pages

Reviewed by Louise Dunlap, 
True Silent Teaching

“Our hands imbibe like roots, so I place them on what is beauti-
ful in this world” (Francis of Assisi). So begins Glen Schneider’s 
chapter on the Ten Breaths Practice. We place our hands on our 
bellies. Our hands are like roots touching deeply into ourselves. 
And we use them to count ten breaths, completely bypassing words 
and brain. We do this practice at moments when something beauti-
ful touches us—the moon shining through bare branches, a dear 
friend’s compassion and goodness. As we train our mindfulness on 
beauty for the span of ten breaths (thirty seconds), we open new 
neural pathways to happiness, which can—with practice—replace 
habitual negativity, pain, and even trauma. 

While the Ten Breaths Practice is ancient, Schneider connects it to 
neuroscience with explanations that flow easily enough for begin-
ners. As Einstein once said, “Everything should be as simple as 
possible, but not simpler.” This fifty-page book is like a poem in 
the sense that every word resonates, nothing is out of place, and 
the images carry us beyond our usual thinking. 

For me, what’s especially beautiful is the way Schneider, a trained 
naturalist, helps me touch what seems “out there” in Mother Na-
ture. For instance, he happened to look up at a 152-foot redwood 
tree that stands outside city hall in his home town, and he realized 
it was time to stop on the busy sidewalk, place his hands on his 
belly, and practice. “On the eighth breath,” he tells us, “a glow-
ing feeling arose in my chest and spread to my face with a huge, 
blossoming smile. I felt a barrier in myself dissolve and the tree 
became alive.” As Thay tells us, Mother Earth is not just “out 
there” but also inside ourselves.

Ten Breaths to Happiness deepens one of my favorite themes in 
Thay’s teaching, his use of the word “touch.” When Thay urges us 
to “touch the wave, touch the water,” there is something beyond 
philosophy about this, something very much of the body. With 
hands on the belly for ten breaths, and those mysterious neural 
pathways actually opening up, I can feel my body at one with 
my mind. 

Besides talking us through ten breaths, Schneider (a Dharma 
teacher ordained by Thay in 2011) offers appendices of other Earth-
centered practices, including a beautiful Touching the Earth. 

The Green Boat
Reviving Ourselves  
in Our Capsized Culture

By Mary Pipher

Riverhead Books, 2013 
Soft cover, 240 pages

Reviewed by Louise Dunlap,  
True Silent Teaching

Mary Pipher is widely known for her healing book, Reviving Oph-
elia, about teenage girls in crisis. Now—amidst extreme weather, 
disappearing species, and fouled water—she turns her attention 
as a skilled therapist to our relationship with Mother Earth. As 
climate change and related crises accelerate before our eyes, she 
hones in on some crucial questions: Why do so many humans 
seem frozen or indifferent, caught in cognitive dissonance? How 
can we move beyond our own shock and paralysis toward actions 
that shift the balance and avert suffering?

Pipher’s hallmark is real-life stories—wise teaching tales of young 
mothers, grocery clerks, ranchers, and artists—mostly from her 
beloved state of Nebraska. But the story at the heart of this book is 
Pipher’s own. After reading the truth about climate disaster in Bill 
McKibben’s Eaarth during a summer of record heat waves, this 
grandmother and longtime friend of Mother Earth was devastated. 
She recalls the night her grown daughter, a mother herself, asked 
point-blank: “Does this storm mean climate change?” Pipher had 
to gently tell the truth and watch the pain in her daughter’s face. 

Afterwards, she called a small group together to begin a coali-
tion that would temporarily stop the Keystone XL pipeline from 
promoting climate-threatening tar sands fossil fuel. This group 
worked hard but caringly, even joyfully. They shared meals, played 
with children, and walked out on a bit of remaining prairie under 
the stars. Through actions such as appearing at statewide festivals 
and carrying wildflowers into their State Capitol, they spoke truth 
in ways others could hear. Their movement created a common 
cause between conservative ranchers and environmentalists. 
Separation and discrimination melted away in shared concern for 
Mother Earth.

Thay’s teachings on interbeing and ecology permeate this book 
and are often quoted. When Pipher writes of how she deals with 
the painful feelings that come with full awareness of climate 
catastrophe, I hear Thay’s voice reminding us of the Pure Land 
available in the present moment. Pipher cultivates “the sparkling 
moment” and knows “how to step outdoors and look for the green 
heron or the redolent milkweed blossom.” 

For those of us called to revive Mother Earth, Mary Pipher re-
minds us that reviving ourselves is part of the process, and that 
this practice is the essence of hope. 
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Each chapter focuses on one of the key steps for awakening joy, 
such as: “Inclining the Mind toward Joy,” “Mindfulness,” and “The 
Bliss of Blamelessness.” Each chapter contains a self-contained 
teaching on the selected topic in a readable format, offering prac-
tices that can be implemented one week at a time. The authors 
integrate a balanced and seamless use of anecdotes highlighting 
successes of past course participants, their own personal insights 
and transformations, current findings in neuroscience, and the 
teachings of the Buddha, along with modern-day applications 
for everyday life. The readings evoke the feeling of sharing an 
intimate conversation with a wise teacher over a cup of tea. They 
are gentle, personal, and helpful.

My favorite part of the book is the story of Baraz fathering a 
son when he was in his early twenties. He shares about his pain 
of being estranged from his son for over twenty years and then 
about their reunion and reconciliation using many of the principles 
shared in this book. It is a beautiful example of how we can use 
our own suffering as the impetus toward compassion, healing, and 
especially joy. In the introduction to the paperback edition, Baraz 
shares several letters he has received from past course participants. 
The best testimony for the healing power of joy is expressed in 
this excerpt: “Seeking joy after thirty-one years in prison can be 
a daunting endeavor, but your insights have helped.” The lessons 
offered in Awakening Joy are highly relevant for beginning and 
experienced practitioners of mindfulness because they bring a 
fresh and unique perspective to many of the core teachings and 
practices of the Buddha.  

book REVIEWS

Awakening Joy
10 Steps to Happiness

By James Baraz and  
Shoshana Alexander

Parallax Press, 2012 
Soft cover, 294 pages

Reviewed by Karen Hilsberg 

 

In the words of author and teacher James Baraz, “Joy and hap-
piness are more than just good ideas. They can be the baseline 
on which we live our lives. The purpose of this book is to show 
how to access that switch inside and live life with greater joy.” 
Awakening Joy: 10 Steps to Happiness is based on the wisdom 
gleaned from twenty years of teaching this ten-session course in 
person and online to thousands of participants. It emphasizes the 
key principle that our joy and happiness are up to us. This is not 
a workbook, but it is a self-led course that can be read individu-
ally and also used as a guide for leading the effective ten-week 
class in Sanghas, jails, prisons, schools, clinics, and book groups. 



48  Summer 2013

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

• A current teaching by Thich Nhat Hanh

• Stories of personal practice 

• Insights from monastic and lay  
Dharma teachers

• Poetry, art, and photos from the  
worldwide Sangha 
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Consider how Thich Nhat Hanh’s gift 
of mindfulness has brought peace and 
happiness to you. Then, please join with  
him to help bring peace and ease  
suffering throughout the world by  
becoming a member of the  
Thich Nhat Hanh CONTINUATION FUND 
with your monthly pledge gift. 

Working with our loving community, the 
Foundation works to provide funding for  
our three North American practice centers 
and Plum Village Monastery, Dharma 
education and outreach programs, 
international humanitarian relief assistance, 
and the “Love & Understanding” program.  

Don’t worry if you feel you can only do one tiny 
good thing in one small corner of the cosmos.  
Just be a Buddha body in that one place.”

-Thich Nhat Hanh

“

Will you help continue the mindful teachings 
and loving practice of Thich Nhat Hanh?

To join online, and for further information on the Foundation, please visit 

ThichNhatHanhFoundation.org

Thich Nhat Hanh Continuation and Legacy Foundation  
2499 Melru Lane, Escondido, CA 92026  •  info@ThichNhatHanhFoundation.org  •  (760) 291-1003 x104

“Thich Nhat Hanh addresses the root cause of the environ mental 
crisis and, in doing so, offers a roadmap to an entirely new dream 
of the Earth.”
—Wade Davis, Explorer in Residence, National Geographic 
Society, author of The Serpent and the Rainbow

Love Letter to the Earth is Thich Nhat Hanh’s passionate, 
personal call to reconnect with the source of all life. He identifies 
why our personal happiness is intricately tied to the health of our 
planet and affirms that mindfulness is the only way to nourish 
joy, protect our home, and limit the damage we inflict.

$12 .95 | 128 pages
4 ½˝ x 6 ½˝ paperback original | eBook 

“Glen Schneider has created a truly simple set of practices you can 
actually do anywhere, anytime. They really work!”
—MJ Ryan, author of Attitudes of Gratitude

Happiness is more than a feeling that comes and goes. In Ten 
Breaths to Happiness, Dharma teacher Glen Schneider combines 
new findings in neuroscience with mindfulness techniques based 
on the teachings of Thich Nhat Hanh. The simple practices he 
shares will allow anyone to rewire their brain to experience deeper 
fulfillment and peace. 

$12 .95 | 108 pages
4 ½˝ x 6 ½˝ paperback original | eBook

Order direct and save at
parallax.org or 800/863-5290

parallaxpress @parallaxpress

A Summer of Mindfulness

Available at booksellers everywhere.
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