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Our True Heritage

The cosmos is filled with precious gems. 
I want to offer a handful of them to you this morning. 

Each moment you are alive is a gem, 
shining through and containing earth and sky, 

water and clouds.

It needs you to breathe gently 
for the miracles to be displayed. 

Suddenly you hear the birds singing, 
the pines chanting, 

see the flowers blooming, 
the blue sky, 

the white clouds, 
the smile and the marvelous look 

of your beloved.

You, the richest person on Earth, 
who have been going around begging for a living, 

stop being the destitute child. 
Come back and claim your heritage. 

We should enjoy our happiness 
and offer it to everyone. 

Cherish this very moment. 
Let go of the stream of distress 

and embrace life fully in your arms.
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To warm me

I hold my face in both hands 
No, I am not crying. 

I hold my face in both hands, 
to keep the loneliness warm - 

two hands that protect, 
two hands that nourish,two hands that keep me from 

that my soul 
from leaving me in anger.
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The first thing we acquired for Plum Vil-
lage was an old farm with about 22 acres of 
cropland and nearly 20 acres of woods, as 
well as a row of stone houses, a large barn, 
stables and a granary.

We planted 1250 plum trees. The money for 
this was donated by the children who came to 
practice with us in our center. For this rea-
son, our center is called Plum Village. 

Many children saved their pocket money to 
buy plum trees. 35 francs was the cost of a 
small plum tree. We planted 1250, as this was 
the number of monks and nuns in the origi-
nal Sangha of the Buddha. We planned to dry 
the plums to make dried fruit and plum jam 
to sell and send the proceeds to the starving 
children in Vietnam, 

At that time, only a few nuns and monks lived 
with us, and we took care of a number of Viet-
namese refugees who were still very weak-
ened from the war ordeals and their journey 
to France. 

Making the dilapidated buildings habitable 
and renovating them required a lot of physi-
cal labor. In addition, we had to learn to farm 
in a climate that was very different from that 
of our homeland. 

But we were very fortunate to have a true 
bodhisattva as a neighbor in Mr. Mounet. The 
house where he lived was the original main 
house of the homestead and very close by. He 
helped us tremendously, lending us tools, 
showing us what to grow and when, and was 
always in a good mood no matter what. Mr. 
Mounet was a handsome, strong man. We de-
pended on him and liked him very much. 

When I heard one day that he had died quite 
suddenly of a heart attack, it shocked me 
deeply. We took care of the funeral and sent 
him our spiritual support and energy. One 
night I could not sleep because I was so 
pained by the loss of our friend. To relieve the 
sadness I felt about his death, I did walking 
meditation, and the image of Mr. Mounet 

came to my mind. It was certainly Mr. 
Mounet, but it was not the Mr. Mounet I had 
known. He was Mr. Mounet as a child, smil-
ing like the Buddha, happy and calm. The 
goodness of Mr. Mounet smiled at me, it was 
still alive in me.  

Losing a friend like Mr. Mounet was very 
painful. 

I had to give a lecture the next morning and 
wanted to sleep, but I couldn‘t, so I practiced 
mindful breathing. It was a cold winter night, 
and I lay in my bed imagining the beautiful 
trees in the yard of my hermitage.

Years before, I had planted three beautiful ce-
dars here, a Himalayan species. These trees 
are very large, and I usually hug them inhal-
ing and exhaling during walking meditation. 
The cedars always respond to my hug, of that 
I am quite sure. So I lay in bed and just 
breathed in and out and became one with the 
cedars and my breath. I felt much better, but 
still could not fall asleep.

Finally, I imagined a blissful Vietnamese 
child nicknamed Little Bamboo. The girl 
came to Plum Village when she was two years 
old, and she was so cute that everyone want-
ed to hold her in their arms, especially the 
other children. They hardly let Little Bamboo 
go by herself. The girl was now six years old. 
I practiced mindful breathing and smiled at 
the thought of her. After a few moments I was 
asleep.

Each of us needs a store of memories and 
experiences that are pleasant, healing and 
powerful enough to help us through diffi-
cult times. 

Sometimes the pain within us is so great that 
we cannot really touch the wonders of life. 
We then need help. But if we have a store of 
happy memories and experiences, we can vi-
sualize them and that helps us to embrace the 
pain inside us.

Maybe you have a close friend who really un-
derstands you deeply. It is already a great 
comfort for you just to be with him, even 
without saying anything. In difficult mo-
ments, you can recall the image of your 
friend, and the two of you can breathe togeth-
er. You will feel better immediately.

Whenever you are with the close friend, your 
inner balance is restored. But you should 
practice mindfulness when you sit or walk 
with her to deeply experience her presence. 
This will help you to your own inner strength, 
so that you will feel strengthened even when 
you are alone. However, if you use your 
friend‘s presence only to ease your suffering, 
the memory of her will not be strong enough 
to sustain you when you are alone at home. 
Every positive experience that we live 
through deeply, with full attention, is like a 
healing seed planted in our consciousness. 
We must continually practice mindfulness so 
that we can plant healing, positive seeds. 
They will then take care of us when we need 
them.

From: Thích Nhất Hạnh, My life is my teaching, 
O.W. Barth Verlag 2017

Mr. Mounet and the cedars
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Oneness

The moment I die, 
I will try to come back to you 
as quickly as possible. 
I promise it will not take long. 
Isn’t it true 
I am already with you, 
as I die each moment? 
I come back to you 
in every moment. 
Just look, 
feel my presence. 
If you want to cry, 
please cry. 
And know 
that I will cry with you. 
The tears you shed 
will heal us both. 
Your tears are mine. 
The earth I tread this morning 
transcends history. 
Spring and Winter are both present in the moment. 
The young leaf and the dead leaf are really one. 
My feet touch deathlessness, 
and my feet are yours. 
Walk with me now. 
Let us enter the dimension of oneness 
and see the cherry tree blossom in Winter. 
Why should we talk about death? 
I don’t need to die 
to be back with you.
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Zen, simply, everywhere   
 
Zen elements can be found everywhere at the 
European Institute of Applied Buddhism 
(EIAB) —in the near-perfect circles of our 
teacher’s calligraphic art, in his penetrating 
Dharma phrases such as “no mud, no lotus” 

and in the simple arrangements of fresh flow-
ers adorning our altars and halls, especially 
for festivals such as Vesak, the Buddha’s 
birthday. In Plum Village monasteries and 
practice centers we do not say to ourselves 
that we practice Zen, but we embody the Zen 
spirit in how we live. We try to make things 
simple in practical ways that can readily be 
understood by all who visit and stay with us. 

We live our truth, and we live what we teach. 
We practice so that how we appear on the out-
side is a true mirror of what we are inside.   

In an article for EIAB‘s magazine to mark our 
Institute’s 10th anniversary in 2018, I re-
counted the origins of Plum Village in the 
suffering of the Vietnam War, and how our 
teacher Thích Nhất Hạnh (Thầy) established 

Understanding Zen Meditation and  
Practice— A Perspective from the  

Plum Village Tradition 
Zen meditation, which originated in China, is different from the meditation originally taught by the Buddha 

and his successors in India. But from the perspective of the Plum Village tradition established by our beloved 
teacher Thich Nhat Hanh, these two forms of meditation belong together. Drawing from his own experience 

on the Zen path, EIAB’s Director and Dean of Studies Thay Phap An explains how, in combination, Zen and orig-
inal Buddhist meditation enrich and strengthen our practice. 
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EIAB in Germany, at Waldbröl, as a way to 
spread inner and outer peace in the world.1 In 
this sequel, I look at Zen Buddhism’s contri-
bution to our Plum Village tradition, which is 
named for the monasteries, meditation re-
treat and practice centers Thầy has estab-
lished around the world since 1982.2 

While Zen and original Buddhism are sepa-
rate aspects of our Plum Village practice, 
they are intertwined. Zen offers us an insight 
into the peaceful nature of our mind and how 

the habitual movement of our consciousness 
takes us away from that peaceful state. This 
insight helps us to orientate our life so that 
we free ourselves from such movement, and 
experience life directly in the present mo-
ment.  

Original Buddhism incorporates mindful-
ness, which is the main practice of Plum Vil-
lage. We generate mindfulness continuously 
in all aspects of daily life, from walking to eat-
ing to washing dishes. This mindfulness prac-

tice helps us transform our unwholesome ha-
bitual energy and cultivate a wholesome new 
way of living. As we shall see, mindfulness 
practice helps us realize our Zen experience 
and Zen’s insight helps us strengthen our 
mindfulness.

Elements of Zen can be found at EIAB in Thay‘s calligraphic meditations (left) and in the simple floral arrangements that add beauty to our feasts, 
ceremonies, altars, and halls (above).
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The wisdom of each tradition 

In March this year, I was honored to present 
a paper at an international conference on dif-
ferent Buddhist traditions (please also see ac-
companying article on PXX).3  My message 
was that over the course of 2,500 years—from 
India to Sri Lanka, Myanmar, Thailand, Viet-
nam, China, Korea, Japan, and Tibet—each 
Buddhist tradition has developed a way of life 
that represents its own wisdom on the path to 
full enlightenment. Zen meditation has a dis-
tinct and clear view on enlightenment, a 
point to which I shall presently return.  

Zen was first introduced to and welcomed by 
many in the West mainly via Japanese Bud-
dhism in the early 20th century AD, hence 
the widespread use of Japanese terms like za-
zen, which means “just-sitting meditation”4; 
or koan, which is an exchange between a Zen 
teacher and student. In fact, “Zen” is just the 
Japanese word for what the Chinese call 
“Ch’an”, or “Chan” (in Vietnamese, “Thiền”). 
All are variations in pronunciation of the 
Sanskrit word dhyana (Pali, jhana), for medi-
tation. Zen meditation is thus only one among 
a rich diversity of Buddhist meditation forms 
including in Vietnam, where our teacher be-
gan his monastic life in a Thiền temple.    

Originally, Buddhism in Vietnam was shaped 
by Indian influences. Modern scholarship 
and archaeology increasingly lend weight to 
our teacher’s insight, published in 19745, that 
Buddhism arrived in Vietnam via the mari-
time route as early as the 1st-2nd century 
AD.6 Buddhism was, already established 
there by the first half of the 3rd century AD, 
at the latest, with the presence of renowned 
Sogdian Zen Master Khương Tăng Hộivii 
(Kang Senghui), who was born, raised and or-
dained in Vietnam before going to teach in 
China. It was another few hundred years be-
fore Zen entered Vietnam overland from Chi-
na. In many ways, our Plum Village tradition 
is a modern expression of this hybrid Viet-
namese Buddhist history. 

The Zen adaption of Buddhism in China ap-
pealed to the practical nature of its people.
viii Zen interacted with and accommodated 
ancient Chinese belief systems and philoso-

phy—primarily Confucianism, with its ven-
eration of ancestors, and Daoism, with its fo-
cus on a non-material universe. In this way, 
Zen responded to people’s needs within their 
own cultural context, as it continues to do to-
day.  

Roots in Buddhist meditation

If we think of the development of Buddhist 
meditation as a tree, early Buddhist medita-
tion in India is the root system; the trunk rep-
resents its development in India after the 
Buddha’s lifetime, and the canopy represents 
adaptations as Buddhism fanned out from In-
dia, including Zen meditation as first devel-
oped in China. People who tend trees will 
know that if we concentrate only on a tree’s 
canopy without also looking after its trunk 
and roots, that tree cannot grow to be solid, 
stable, and strong. That is exactly what hap-
pened to me when I tried practicing Zen med-
itation before I became a monk.   

It was my father who introduced me to Thầy’s 
writings.9 In 1983, he gave me Thầy’s The 
Miracle of Mindfulness.10 I also read Thầy’s 
Zen Keysxi, among other books, and began 
practicing in what I thought was the Zen way. 
But for five years I found myself stuck in the 
“canopy” of the Buddhist meditation tree. I 
was missing the whole tree, with its Indian 

trunk and meditation “roots”.  I now under-
stand what happened: I was trying to learn 
about Zen from books. While books can pres-
ent Zen ideas and perspectives, we cannot 
fully receive their wisdom and turn it into a 
way of life without also having mental tools 
to deal with our sub-conscious and habit en-
ergy. For these, we need original Buddhist 
meditation.  
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Above: More than 100 books by Thay have been translated, published, and republished in multiple languages and editions over the years. They 
include (topmost) Viet Nam Phat Giao Su Luan (Commentary on Vietnamese Buddhist History); Master Tang Hoi – First Zen Teacher in Vietnam and 
China; The Miracle of Mindfulness, and Zen Keys. The cover illustrations shown here are from a display organized when we inaugurated EIAB’s 
Asoka Institute building in 2012. Some of Thay’s best-loved books have been translated into more than 30 languages. 

During my first retreat with Thầy, in 1988, I 
thought I had to make a lot of mental effort. 
So, I practiced walking meditation very seri-
ously, ensuring each step was perfect. My un-
derstanding of Zen meditation back then was 
that we practice by using mental power. I 
practiced with my head and tried to override 
my body with the sheer force of my will. By 
the end of the weekend, I was exhausted. I had 
experienced no joy or happiness. I had re-
ceived none of the fruits of bhavana (cultiva-
tion) that come with an earlier form of Bud-

dhist meditation practice, with its focus on 
bringing our mind back to our body through 
awareness of the breathing.    

Another big piece missing from my early at-
tempts to practice was this: only a teacher can 
transmit the true insight of Zen to a student. 
The teacher does this through their total be-
ing and way of living. Relying on books alone 
can be confusing, even hazardous, as there 
are so many different perspectives, tradi-
tions, schools, and practices in Buddhism. We 

need a teacher to help us find our path. So, in 
1992, I became a student of Thầy but it still 
took me years fully to realize the nature and 
importance of the teacher/student relation-
ship in Zen.  
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Vulture Peak in India is where the Buddha delivered many important 
teachings. During a pilgrimage in 1997, Thay shaved the head of his 
student Br. Phap An and handed him the shavings.  

Only a teacher can transmit the true insight of Zen to a student. Above: 
Br. Phap An with his teacher outside Thay’s hut in Upper Hamlet, Plum 
Village, in 2005, after accompanying Thay on his first trip back to 
Vietnam after 39 years of enforced exile. 

Staying with our awareness  

Zen emphasizes that as beings with sensory 
organs we have the capacity to be aware of 
what is going on around us, an insight that 
was present in original Buddhist teaching.xii 
When we hear a bird singing, we know that it 
is a bird singing. When we see a flower, we 
know it is a flower, and so on. But these sim-
ple, direct inputs from our ground of primi-
tive awareness go into our complicated mind, 
which then begins to elaborate upon them.13

Our mind traps us in a loop which takes us 
away from what we directly hear or see. That 
is because the loop comes from our sub-con-
scious as well as our conscious mind. It is 
comprised of everything we have experi-
enced and created through this life up to now, 
and from past lives.

Zen meditation offers us an insight into the 
existence of this mental machinery and how 
it works. 

We might think of it as a watermill. As the 
wheel of a watermill turns, its paddles plunge 
into the river, bringing up water which is 
then channeled into a tank or pipe for distri-
bution elsewhere. The air through which the 
paddles pass on their way down to the river is 
like our upper consciousness; the river rep-
resents our sub-conscious and the wheel is 
the mental loop. It brings up “water” from 
our past, along with latent unwholesome po-
tential in our sub-conscious and sends these 
into our mind.  

Zen’s core idea is not to go into this loop but to 
stay with our original awareness so that 
when we listen to a bird singing, we know we 
are listening to the sound of a bird singing 
etc. We simply stop right there, with that 

primitive, original awareness. We do not 
move on. But staying there is easier said than 
done. The wheel of our mental watermill has 
a great deal of momentum. It can quickly 
catch us again in its paddles and plunge us 
back into the river of our sub-conscious.  

This is where Zen practice and mindfulness 
as practiced in original Buddhist meditation, 
help each other. With Zen meditation we 
practice waking up from our mental con-
struction and learn to stop our mind from au-
tomatically elaborating upon the emotions 
and impulses that constantly surface within 
us. With mindfulness, we hold these—our 
anxiety, sadness, or anger—until, slowly, the 
block of negative energy that has, over time, 
accumulated within us from these negative 
emotions begins to dissolve, and we start to 
heal. Once the karmic consciousness or im-
pulse has calmed down, we gain a deeper un-
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derstanding of the conditions that support 
our negative habitual responses.

Experiencing reality directly 

Zen meditation is the practice of dealing with 
life as it is manifesting by experiencing real-
ity directly in the here and now. We learn to 
become very attentive, highly alert to what is 
going on in our mind and around us in the 
present moment, and we act from there.  

We concentrate the power of the energy of 
awareness until, touching reality, we make 
an important discovery: the block of un-
healed pain and sorrow—or past karmic for-
mation—inside each of us is activated when 
we are not fully attentive to what is going on 
in our mind and not fully accepting of our ex-
perience in this very moment.  The painful 
energy of this block leaks into our habitual 
behavior of blaming, rationalizing, accusing, 
and even violence.  These are all forms of es-
cape from what is. With mindfulness, we just 
“hold” what we experience allow it to be, 
thereby creating space for healing and for 
transforming our past karmic formation.    

In the process, we begin to realize that it is 
better not to respond to our experience from 
any particular mental state or perception be-
cause, as unenlightened humans, we cannot 
see the totality of reality; our perception is al-
ways limited and one-sided. Instead, we try to 
respond from a deep source of living energy 
that is the total energy of life.  

When, with Zen meditation, we access this to-
tal energy with an accepting mind, we can re-
spond to the ups and downs of life by saying: 
“It happens because it happens”. A solution 
always presents itself; in a positive spirit, we 
know what needs to be done. We act in a way 
that affirms our capacity, as humans, to solve 
human problems. We demonstrate that we 
can change our destiny by being part of a pro-
cess that changes the accumulated energy of 
the universe to which we have contributed 
through our life and actions.   

Already a Buddha 

 A key technique in Zen meditation is to emp-
ty the mind; letting go of all views and attach-
ment so that nothing can disturb us. With 
this “emptying” capacity, we can reach a na-
ture of mind that is peaceful in every circum-
stance, even during times as challenging as 
the COVID-19 pandemic. We let each experi-
ence dissolve into a great emptiness. Like a 
cloud moving across a vast empty sky, our ex-
perience stays for a time then simply floats 
away.   

According to the Zen tradition, emptiness is 
the true nature of our mind. It is also the 
mind of the Buddha. Zen meditation helps us 
see who we truly are—that, by nature, we are 
already a Buddhaxiv, even if we do not yet 
recognize it.  There is no Buddha separate 
and apart from our mind. Buddha nature is 
our initial perceiving and awareness, un-
touched by our sub-consciousness or by la-
tent unwholesome potential in our sub-con-
scious.   

A foundational Zen text, the Platform Sutra, 
says: “the nature of the mind has always been 
pure from the beginning”.15 Through our in-
teractions with life, however, our conscious-
ness gradually becomes clouded. We lose our 
lucid awareness, our capacity to be clear, 
calm, and peaceful. Ignorant of how our 
mind operates, we allow it to become dis-
turbed and deluded.  

With the practice of mindfulness, we can ob-
serve the movement of our mind and under-
stand how karmic consciousness accumu-
lates. For example, our relationship with our 
partner might start out as a happy, loving one 
but gradually becomes a burden imprisoning 
us both.  Our karmic consciousness16 leads us 
to believe that what we experience subjec-
tively is objective, and vice versa, when this is 
an illusion as neither exists independently of 
the other. In such a way we misidentify our-
selves with our relationships, careers, suc-
cess, our material possessions etc. Perhaps 
we have behaved badly and no longer trust 
ourselves. Or we have failed in our work-
place and cannot get along with other people. 

These are times when we are inclined to 
blame ourselves and feel depressed. 

The Zen tradition says to us: “Don’t worry. 
You are by nature a Buddha. In fact, you are a 
Buddha right now!” We are a Buddha right 
now? What an empowering statement! Imme-
diately, it can help us change how we react to 
upsetting situations.   

Let us say our partner says something un-
pleasant to us.  Right away we can hear and 
recognize it—which is our initial perceiving; 
our direct awareness—then an unpleasant 
feeling wells up from our mind. But if the in-
sight of Zen is internalized within us, we can 
at that very moment salvage the situation 
while also saving ourselves. We can practice 
by joining our palms, bowing to our partner, 
and saying: “My beloved, may I remind my-
self that you are really a Buddha. I deeply re-
spect you, even though we’re presently hav-
ing difficulties. I know deeply, I have 
understood that I am a Buddha, and you are a 
Buddha.”  

In this way, Zen offers us a new spiritual ori-
entation. For the moment we realize we are a 
Buddha, we recognize the need to live up to 
the standard of a Buddha.  We wake up and 
see that we should no longer live an ordinary 
life.  We feel inspired to regain our sover-
eignty and nobility as a Buddha by overcom-
ing our greed, anger, and other afflictions, 
and by living like a Buddha.   

Enlightenment, now 

From the perspective of Indian Buddhism, 
with full enlightenment the Buddha attained 
Three Knowledges or Great Understand-
ings.17 He had full knowledge and under-
standing about his unlimited existence18 as 
well as the rebirth of other living beings ac-
cording to the karmic laws of cause and ef-
fect19, and the root causes of all afflictions and 
how to end them.20   

From the Zen perspective, enlightenment 
and the path to enlightenment mean some-
thing different. Zen meditation wants to tran-
scend the suffering of birth and death right 
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here, right now, through techniques that are 
direct and quick. These involve letting go of 
our thinking process so as to go beyond and 
be free of mental entanglements created by 
the forces or impulses of our subconscious 
mind.

According to Buddhism, the karmic force that 
propels us towards rebirth is the accumula-
tion of energy we produce through the inten-
tional activities of our mind, body, and 
speech. Our karmic consciousness, there-
fore, is one of the conditions leading to our 
rebirth. The more our thinking is driven by 
the unwholesome karmic forces of our 
sub-conscious, the more we become trapped 
in our mental loop of thinking and the more 
it becomes our habit energy. This habit ener-
gy fuels our volition, pushing us inexorably 
towards our next existence in the realm of 
time and suffering.  

If our thinking mind calms down sufficiently, 
there can be no volition, no intention, no 
samsara, and therefore no time. For time only 
happens when our mind moves. If our mind 
does not move, we touch a domain of no birth 
and no death, where time does not exist. We 
are in the eternal present, beyond time, be-
yond birth and death. 

So, Zen’s technique for becoming enlightened 
is simple compared to that of Indian Bud-
dhism, with its meditation systems and com-
plicated mind trainings perfected over many 
lifetimes.  Zen focuses instead on “sudden en-
lightenment”. The naked energy of our con-
centrated awareness becomes the energy for 
sudden enlightenment, which can happen at 
any moment with a shift in our perspective 
and perception. Even in the most ordinary as-
pects of everyday life, we may suddenly see 
or experience something in a new and differ-
ent light, as if awakening from a dream. We 
can take Plum Village’s “Five Mindfulness 
Trainings” as an example. The first training 
is:  

Aware of the suffering caused by the 
destruction of life, I am committed to 

cultivating the insight of interbeing and 
compassion and learning ways to protect 
the lives of people, animals, plants, and 

minerals. I am determined not to kill, not 
to let others kill, and not to support any 

act of killing in the world, in my thinking, 
or in my way of life…21  

This statement is so simple that anyone can 
understand it. But when a person receives it 
on another level of reality so that he/she de-
cides to walk on this beautiful path and live 
this truth, that is sudden enlightenment.  

So, enlightenment according to Zen is not 
something complicated. It is something very 
simple. It is a perspective about how our kar-
mic consciousness becomes an obstacle for 
our life.  If we can stay with our initial aware-
ness—and stay out of our mental loop—then 
we are free. We just need to deal with life 
truthfully as it manifests, and experience re-
ality directly in the here and now. The mo-
ment we are able to do that, the instant a shift 
occurs so that we turn our deep understand-
ing into a way of living this reality, that is en-
lightenment in the Zen tradition.  

Zen teacher and student 

As we have seen, the relationship between a 
Zen teacher and student is all-important. 
Through the way he/she lives, the teacher 
embodies the wholeness and solidity of the 
entire “tree” of Buddhist meditation—the 
roots and trunk as well as the canopy.  The 
teacher helps the student by transmitting 
his/her way of life directly into the student’s 
mind.    

When a student comes to a teacher with a 
question, they go through what is called a Zen 
“battle”. Both are fully present, fully atten-
tive, fully absorbed. There is no right or 
wrong to whatever an answer emerges. It 
arises out of their conditions, the total life en-
ergy of each of them at that moment, and in 
response to the situation.  

For example, a student might ask his/her 
teacher: “Does a dog have Buddha nature?” to 
which the teacher might respond: “No.” This 
response comes from the teacher’s total life 
energy for the student at that moment be-
cause it is the answer the teacher feels the 
student needs for his/her Zen awakening ex-
perience. Later, another student might come 

along and ask the same question, to which the 
teacher will reply: “Yes”, with his/her total 
energy of being there, fully feeling the ener-
gy of that student, feeling the need of the stu-
dent for that answer in that moment.  

“Yes” or “no” is not intended as an answer. It 
is only a guidance for us to touch the domain 
of primitive or naked awareness, free from 
the trap of our karmic consciousness, the so-
called Zen experience of enlightenment (in 
Japanese, satori) so we may return to the 
source of the true emptiness of the mind. We 
allow our innate nature to respond to the 
wonderous manifestation of life; we trust our 
innate response and the deep wisdom within 
us. That is the practice of Zen. And that is how 
a Zen teacher teaches. 

Crazy koans 

One way a Zen teacher measures a student’s 
progress is through a dialogue known in Jap-
anese as a koan or “public case” because it is 
conducted in front of others. This meditation 
technique is designed to jolt a student out of 
conventional or rational thinking, usually by 
way of posing an unsolvable problem or par-
adox that, to the uninitiated, may seem ab-
surd.  

The whole purpose of a koan is to go beyond 
or transcend the grasping of our thoughts so 
that, living deeply in the present, we act 
based upon our innate Buddha nature. The 
idea is to get out of our stream of thought so 
that, after a while, it naturally calms down. 
The teacher uses the exchange to evaluate the 
student’s level of understanding and to help 
provoke the mental shift needed for the stu-
dent to experience “sudden enlightenment”.    

When I was a lay person, I worked at a major 
American oil and gas company doing re-
search into complex mathematical problems. 
At that time, I began practicing the well-
known koan “Who Am I?” According to Zen 
guidance, when we ask that question, we 
must investigate it with our full concentra-
tion. For example, when I raised my hand, I 
would ask: “Who is raising the hand?” When 
I walked, I would look deeply and ask myself: 
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“Who is walking?”, the same for eating, sleep-
ing and so on.  

My job involved a lot of thinking. But when I 
started to investigate: “Who is thinking?” my 
thoughts would vanish, along with my capac-
ity to solve mathematical problems! I realized 
that this koan was driving me crazy. I could 
not continue to practice it and still do my job. 
So, I had another idea: “I will solve this koan 
by leaving my job and becoming a monk!” 
Which is basically why, in July 1991, I wrote to 
Thầy requesting to be his student.  

What I had discovered was that to do re-
search in mathematics meant pursuing a pat-
tern of thought which would develop into the 
habit energy of thinking. Breakthroughs in 
thought have, over the ages, helped humans 
make great discoveries in science, technolo-
gy, art, and literature. However, in the ab-
sence of clarity and full awareness, the men-
tal habit energy produced by our patterns of 
thought can interact with the latent unwhole-
some tendencies or potential in our subcon-
scious. This then pushes us towards another 
existence in the realm of suffering—ending 
any chance we might have of sudden enlight-
enment. On a global scale, humanity’s collec-
tive pattern of thought, with its unresolved 
block of unwholesome energy, invariably 
leads to violence, war, and much suffering.

When a teacher says jump!

Linji (Lin-Chi), the 9th century founder of 
the Linji School of Zen Buddhism in China, 
once said: “If you meet the Buddha, kill the 
Buddha. If you meet the Patriarch, kill the 
Patriarch”.22 It was a way of helping students 
to be liberated. A Zen teacher may also 
awaken a student with a sudden shout, slap, 
or push.    

The idea is to help the student jump out of 
his/her grasping onto a mental illusion 
based on a certain idea, notion, or perspec-
tive. It enables the student to be in touch 
deeply with the totality of life in its full man-
ifestation and to act accordingly. I can share 
from personal experience.  

One time at Plum Village in France, the mo-
nastic sisters were performing a dance in-
spired by a poem of Thầy’s called “April”.22 I 
was seated next to Thầy, enjoying the per-
formance. The poem is set in springtime, 
deep in a forest. Near the poem’s end, two 
children appear out of nowhere, running 
through a meadow and talking to each other 
“like birds”. They pause at the entrance to 
the forest.  

At that moment, Thầy pushed me and said: 
“Get out!” It was a direct challenge from a 

Zen teacher to his student. So, when Thầy 
pushed me, I just went out and became part 
of the dance with the sisters, playing the role 
of a boy who, in the poem, becomes lost in 
the forest. That is how a Zen teacher inter-
acts with a student. It has to be spontaneous. 
When the teacher asks you to jump, you 
jump.

Transmitting “the lamp” 

In the Zen tradition it is usually understood 
that a teacher passes on his/her Dharma, or 
teaching, to a student in a ceremony called 
“the lamp transmission”.  That student be-
comes the true receiver of the Dharma “lamp” 
of the teacher and a continuation of the teach-
er’s spiritual lineage.   

In May 1, 1966, ten days before Thầy left for 
what was intended to be a three-month speak-
ing tour of the US and Europe to call for peace 
in Vietnam, he returned to his root temple Từ 
Hiếu, in Huế, to say goodbye to his beloved 
teacher Zen Master Chân Thật.  

At that meeting, his teacher “transmitted the 
lamp” to Thầy with a gatha (poem):

When we are determined to go just in one di-
rection, we will meet the spring, and our 
march will be a heroic one.  

During celebrations in France in 2002, marking the first 20 years of Plum Village, Br. Phap An 
(above, center) was “pushed” by Thay spontaneously to join a dance performance with Br. Pháp 
Due (above left) and Br. Pháp Chieu (right photo, first left) and sisters Sr. Cung Nghiêm (with 
flower hat) and Sr. Đang Nghiêm (far right). 
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Our actions should be free from 
speculation or competition.  

If the lamp of our mind shines light on its 
own nature,   

Then the wonderful transmission of the 
Dharma will be realized in both East and 

West.24

Although Thầy was stopped from returning 
home for more than four decades, when his 
teacher passed away two years later he left in-
structions in his Will for Thầy to be appoint-
ed Abbot of Từ Hiếu temple, a position Thầy 
holds today.25  

In some respects, the lamp transmission cer-
emony is only a symbolic act because when a 
Zen teacher and student live together, the 
teacher already understands the student 
very well and the student already under-
stands the teacher very well. We cannot al-
ways pinpoint an actual time when a Zen 
teacher transmits his/her wisdom to a stu-
dent. The teacher’s life, wisdom, and practice 
of compassion are transmitted to a student 
moment by moment over many years by the 
way that teacher lives. As mentioned earlier, 
it is a direct transmission from the mind of 
one to the other.  

In my practice, when I sit down to eat lunch 
with a clear mind, I often see that I am eating 
just the way Thầy eats. From my subcon-
sciousness mind—from deep store concious-
ness—the seed I have received from Thầy 
over many years comes up. I practice mind-
fulness and see that the way that my hands 
move, the way I look at the food, the way I pick 
it up and put it in my mouth is exactly the way 
Thầy has done. That, to me, is a form of lamp 
transmission. 

And it is not only from Thầy that I have expe-
rienced spiritual transmission. Throughout 
my life, I have experienced it from my par-
ents, brothers, and sisters, and from contact 
with friends or just acquaintances. I have re-
ceived spiritual transmission from all forms 
of life. By being mindful and attentive, I can 
see and feel very clearly in my heart that I em-
body the total living energy of the universe 
and the continuation of all life forces. My 
whole life is like a stream endlessly entering, 
mixing, and merging with the total stream of 
life. 

With an open heart and an empty, receptive 
mind, a student may thus receive his/her 
teacher’s transmission at any moment. I have 
a cherished memory of such a moment with 
Thầy. It was on September 4, 2008, when I still 
lived in Plum Village. After his Dharma Talk 
in the Lower Hamlet, Thầy asked me to his 
room to inform me that he had bought this 
property in Waldbröl for our future Insti-
tute. He said I would leave for Germany in a 
few days.  

Before I left his room, Thầy opened his bag 
and took out a small bell—the one he always 
used during walking meditation to invite stu-
dents to practice. Thầy handed the bell to me 
and said: “Take this bell to Germany”. It was a 
lamp transmission. Thầy was expressing his 
love, his compassion, and his deep wish for 
me to carry the practice and his Dharma to 
Germany. He was entrusting me with his vi-
sion for EIAB. 

付澄光字逢春號一行	 	
慈孝寺住持;芳雲庵,法雲寺開山,	 	
梅村道場,清山道場,鹿菀道場禪主

一向逢春得健行	 	
行當無念亦無諍	 	
心燈若照其原体	 	
妙法東西可自成	 	

Phó Trừng Quang tự Phùng Xuân hào Nhất 
Hạnh
Từ Hiếu Tự trụ trì; Phương Vân Am, Pháp 
Vân Tự khai san, Mai Thôn Đạo Tràng, 
Thanh Sơn Đạo Tràng, Lộc Uyển Đạo Tràng 
thiền chủ, (list of centers up to year 2000)

Nhất hướng phùng xuân đắc kiện hành
Hành đương vô niệm diệc vô tranh
Tâm đăng nhược chiếu kì nguyên thể
Diệu pháp đông tây khả tự thành
 

Thay’s much-loved teacher Zen Master Chân 
That/Chan Thiet (above left) and the lamp 
transmission gatha (right) he gave Thay in May 
1966 (the English translation is below).

More than 12 years later, I still have that bell 
in my room and whenever I look at it, I feel 
very moved and am touched again by Thầy’s 
loving and entrusting energy.

. 
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In a form of “lamp transmission”, Thay gave Br. Phap An his own bell to take to Germany when 
Br. Phap An left Plum Village to establish EIAB. Above and right: Br. Phap An carried Thay’s bell 
at the ceremony on September 10, 2008, for Plum Village’s entry into the building now known 
as EIAB’s Asoka Institute. 

Many of Thầy’s students have had similar ex-
periences. He constantly offers his life, his 
love and wisdom to us and transmits his 
Dharma. Thầy has also performed many for-
mal lamp transmission ceremonies over the 
years. These are solemn occasions when we 
invite new Dharma teachers—monastic and 
lay Sangha members—to teach in the Plum 
Village tradition. Thầy or the senior monk or 
nun representing him lights a stick of in-
cense from his/her own Dharma lamp and lit-
erally lights a lamp held up by each new 
teacher.  

Today, Thầy resides again at Từ Hiếu Temple, 
having expressed a wish in 2018 to spend his 
remaining days there. He has returned to 
where he first entered monastic life in 1942, 
at the age of 16, where he received the lamp of 
transmission from his own teacher, and to 
where the Plum Village tradition traces our 
spiritual ancestry. It is another beautiful Zen 
circle. 
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Above: Br. Phap An (center) worked with Thay 
(right) on the letter dated October 26, 2018, 
announcing Thay’s return to Vietnam. It 
expressed Thay’s wish “to end my days in the 
home of my spiritual ancestors so that all 
descendants of the Root Temple can have a 
refuge to turn to.” 

Left: the Buddha statue in the Buddha Hall of 
Thay’s root temple, Tu Hieu, in Hue, Central 
Vietnam. 
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A key technique in Zen meditation is to empty the mind; letting go of all views and 
attachment so that nothing can disturb us. Above: Thay rendered in beautiful calligraphy a 
passage from the Heart Sutra. His new English translation of the sutra was completed in 
2014.26
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1  That article, entitled “From War to Peace to the 

Cosmos”, can be accessed in the August 2018 edi-

tion of EIAB’s newsletter, under the “Media” tab 

on EIAB’s website, https://www.eiab.eu/maga-

zine

2   Plum Village, in rural southwestern France, 

was the first. It is now Europe’s largest Buddhist 

monastery, with over 200 resident monks and 

nuns. There are 16 other Plum Village practice 

centers across the world, including EIAB

3  It was the Pali-Sanskrit International Buddhist 

Conference 2021 on the topic “Tisikkha/Trishik-

sha—The Three Trainings on the Contents of the 

Tipitaka/Tripitaka” http://www.palisanskrit.

com/, accessd 21.06.2021, A video of the author’s 

presentation can be accessed at https://www.

youtube.com/watch?v=aLqH-heii-A, starting 

from 19m45s.  

4 Shikantaza (chỉ quán đả tọa)

5 Việt Nam Phật Giáo Sử Luận, Nguyễn Lang 

(Thích Nhất Hạnh), Nhà Xuất Bản Lá Bối, Sài 

Gòn, 1974. Vol 1. Band I - Chương 01: Trung Tâm 

Phật Giáo Luy Lâu

6 Traditional China in Asian and world history, 

Tansen Sen and Victor H. Mair, Association for 

Asian Studies, Inc., Ann Arbor, MI 48108 USA, 

2012, P59

7 Master Tăng Hội: First Zen Teacher in Vietnam 

and China, Thich Nhat Hanh, Parallax Press, 

Berkeley, CA, USA, 2001. Introduction: The Life 

and Practice of Tăng Hội in Vietnam and China, 

The life of Tăng Hội, P11

8 See Zen Keys by Thích Nhất Hạnh, published in 

English by Anchor Press/Doubleday, Garden 

City, New York, 1974, P97. Zen Keys was original-

ly written by Thầy in French in 1972 at the invi-

tation of publisher Éditions Seghers in Paris. 

Initially, the publisher had invited Professor 

Paul Demiéville, a Swiss-French Orientalist and 

scholar, to write a book on Zen. The professor 

proposed, instead, that Thầy should be the au-

thor, given Thầy’s standing both as a scholar and 

practitioner of Zen

9 The author’s father, mother and youngest broth-

er came to the U.S. in 1983 as refugees, having 

fled Vietnam by boat four years after the author. 

Fellow practitioners and refugees from Viet-

nam, who also settled in USA, sent Thầy’s book 

to the author’s father at the family’s new home.

10 The Miracle of Mindfulness—An Introduction 

to the Practice of Meditation by Thích Nhất 

Hạnh was written in Sceaux, France in 1973 and 

first published by Beacon Press, Boston, in 1975. 

The book was developed from a long letter Thầy 

wrote from exile offering concrete practices to 

help his students in Vietnam through the tur-

moil of the war. According to a personal letter 

dated 30.6.2014 written in Vietnamese by Thầy 

to his monastic students, the book was the fruit 

of Thầy’s mindfulness insights and practice 

during the 1950s and 60s.

11 See end note 8

12 This is well illustrated by the story of the hermit 

Bahiya, in which the Buddha says: “Herein, Bahi-

ya, you should train yourself thus: ‘In the seen 

will be merely what is seen; in the heard will be 

merely what is heard; in the sensed will be mere-

ly what is sensed; in the cognized will be merely 

what is cognized.’ In this way you should train 

yourself, Bahiya…When, Bahiya, for you in the 

seen is merely what is seen … in the cognized is 

merely what is cognized, then, Bahiya, you will 

not be ‘with that.’ When, Bahiya, you are not 

‘with that,’ then, Bahiya, you will not be ‘in that.’ 

When, Bahiya, you are not ‘in that,’ then, Bahiya, 

you will be neither here nor beyond nor in be-

tween the two. Just this is the end of suffering.” 

in The Udana - Inspired Utterances of the Bud-

dha & The Itivuttaka - The Buddha’s Sayings, 

translated from the Pali by John D. Ireland, Bud-

dhist Publication Society, Kandy, Sri Lanka, 1997, 

Chapter 1, The Bodhi Tree (Bodhivagga), 1.10 Ba-

hiya (Bhaiya Sutta), P19

13The Middle Length Discourses of the Buddha – A 

Translation of the Majjhima Nikaya, Bhikkhu 

Nanamoli and Bhikkhu Bodhi, Wisdom Publica-

tion, Boston, USA, 2009, MN 18, Madhupindika 

Sutta, The Honey Ball, P201

14 Gatha of master Hui Neng from the Platform 

sutra – Dunhuang version - Taisho Tripitaka 

Vol. 48, No. 2007 - The Platform sutra of the 

Sixth Patriarch: the text of the Tun-huang 

manuscript / with translation, introduction, 

and notes by Philip B. Yampolsky, Columbia 

University Press 1967, P132 

Bodhi originally has no tree, 

The mirror also has no stand. 

Buddha nature is always clean and pure; 

Where is there room for dust?

	 菩提本無樹	 	

明鏡亦無臺	 	

佛性常清淨	 	

何處有塵埃	 	

	

Bồ-đề bản vô  thụ/thọ  

minh   kính   diệc   vô  đài  

Phật tánh  thường   thanh tịnh  

hà   xứ/xử  hữu  trần ai  

15 Ibid.

16 That is the consciousness that leads to pain, sor-

row, grief, lamentation, feelings of dissatisfac-

tion, and suffering

17 Tam minh (三	明 ; Sanskrit: tisrovidyā)

18 Túc mệnh minh – khả năng nhớ rõ các tiền kiếp 

của mình (宿	命	明; Sanskrit: pūrvanivāsānusm-

rtijñāna-sāksatkriyāvidyā)

19 Thiên nhãn minh - biết rõ sự tái sanh và sinh 

diệt qua lại của các loài chúng sinh trong các cõi 

theo nghiệp báo của họ, nghiệp nào sinh ra quả 

nào (天	眼	明; Sanskrit: divyācaurjñānasākat-

kriyāvidyā)

20 Lậu tận minh - biết rõ cội rễ của các ô nhiễm  

(s: āśrava) và sự chấm dứt toàn vẹn của chúng 

 (漏	盡	明; Sanskrit: āśravaksayajñānasāksatkri-

yāvidyā)

21 https://plumvillage.org/mindfulness-practice/

the-5-mindfulness-trainings/, accessed 

16.6.2021, and for German version: https://www.

eiab.eu/dokumente, accessed 16.6.2021

22 The Record of Linji, translation and commen-

tary by Ruth Fuller Sasaki ; edited by Thomas 
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Yuho Kirchner, University of Hawai‘i Press, Ho-

nolulu, (2009), P22, Discourses - Section 236: 

“Followers of the Way, if you want insight into 

dharma as it is, just don’t be taken in by the de-

luded views of others. Whatever you encounter, 

either within or without, slay it at once. On meet-

ing a buddha slay the buddha, on meeting a pa-

triarch slay the patriarch, on meeting an arhat 

slay the arhat, on meeting your parents slay 

your parents, on meeting your kinsman slay 

your kinsman, and you attain emancipation. By 

not cleaving to things, you freely pass through.”

23 Call Me By My True Names: The Collected Poems of Thich 

Nhat Hanh, Parallax Press, Berkeley, California, 1993, P98

24 https://plumvillage.app/the-plum-village-tradi-

tion/, accessed 30.5.2021

25 “A Letter to Friends About Our Lineage”, by 

Thay Phap Dung, Plum Village 25.3.2006 http://

orderofinterbeing.org /docs/ TNH-Tradi -

tion-Lineage.pdf , accessed 27.5.2021

26 https://plumvillage.org/sutra/the-heart-sutra/, 

accessed 27.6.2021
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My teacher Zen Master, Thích Nhất Hạnh, in 
Vietnam, has asked me to convey his love and 
to express his deep gratitude to you for bring-
ing different Buddhist traditions and schools 
together for this important conference. It 
truly embodies the spirit of the Avatamsaka 
Sutra on which he has based his life’s teach-
ings about inter-being and inter-connected-
ness.

I am honored to join this distinguished inter-
national gathering from my base at the Euro-
pean Institute of Applied Buddhism (EIAB), 
in Germany, and to share some thoughts on 
wisdom (prajna), from the perspective of the 
Plum Village tradition. As some may know, 

our tradition comes from Vietnam and has 
roots in both the Pali and Sanskrit traditions.

Anyone coming to a Plum Village practice 
center is introduced to the practice of mind-
fulness in daily life. At the end of our re-
treats, each participant is invited to take the 
Five Mindfulness Trainings. These are the 
Buddha’s five precepts rewritten and expand-
ed upon by our teacher. In our tradition, tak-
ing and practicing the Five Mindfulness 
Trainings in daily life is considered a con-
crete expression of prajna (wisdom and in-
sight) as well as a manifestation of sila (ethi-
cal living) and samadhi (collectedness).

In Plum Village, we see a strong connection 
between wisdom and awareness. Each of the 
Five Mindfulness Trainings starts with 
“Aware of the suffering caused by….”2 With 
mindfulness, we are aware of what is going 
on in our bodies, our feelings, our minds, and 
the world, and we avoid doing harm to our-
selves and others. Mindfulness protects us, 
our families, and our society. When we are 
mindful, we can see that by refraining from 
doing one thing, we can prevent another 
thing from happening. We arrive at our own 
unique insight. It is not something imposed 
on us by an outside authority. Practicing the 
mindfulness trainings thus brings us wisdom 
and insight.

Wisdom is the Path  

In March, EIAB’s Director and Dean of Studies Thay Phap An participated in an international Buddhist confer-
ence on the Three Trainings: prajna (wisdom and insight), sila (ethical living) and samadhi (collectedness).1 

Thay Phap An focused on prajna, explaining from a Plum Village perspective how wisdom can propel us from 
our old way of living to a new level of existence, a breakthrough with life-changing implications for how we 

perceive ourselves and the world around us. His paper is reproduced below.

The inaugural session of the Pali-Sanskrit International Buddhist Conference 2021, conducted online on March 5 and 6, 2021, featured a keynote 
address by His Holiness the Dalai Lama (top row, center) from his residence in Dharamsala, India.
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It is entirely possible that no one shall ever be 
able to experience the wisdom and insight the 
Buddha experienced 2,500 years ago in his 
enlightenment, nor truly to understand the 
depth of his teaching in every aspect. Howev-
er, it is possible to agree that the journey to 
enlightenment of Siddhartha, the Buddha-to-
be, began with duhkha—suffering—feelings 
of dissatisfaction with his privileged life, and 
a yearning for a holy, noble life worth living.

According to the Buddhist world view, we 
wander endlessly around cycles of lives of 
suffering and that is called samsara. Under-
standing our own duhkha and finding our 
own way out of samsara is therefore the main 
concern of Buddhism. It is also what distin-
guishes Buddhism from other intellectual 
disciplines that attempt to attain knowledge, 
be it spiritual or secular.

In the Plum Village tradition, duhkha begins 
to arise and to accumulate in us because we 
are not able to be present for life in the here 
and now. Throughout our day, we have a ten-
dency to be carried away by strong emotions 
over what is happening right now, or to dwell 
on regrets about the past, or to lose ourselves 

Different Buddhist schools have come up 
with their own ways of prioritizing the dif-
ferent elements of the Three Trainings as 
they practice, and of understanding the na-
ture of the Enlightened One and his enlight-
enment. Hence, they have different views on 
prajna and the path to prajna. As we know, 
these schools are broadly divided into south-
ern and northern transmissions.

In the southern transmission, which has pre-
served its ancient form, the path has evolved 
into one of analyzing the mind at microscop-
ic level. We dissect our object of investigation 
into smaller units so that we can investigate 
and understand each one more deeply. We de-
velop a discriminative understanding

of these minute experiences and of the mind’s 
microscopic responses. We discover that our 
mind continuously “moves” because it cannot 
be satisfied with the present. It begins to 
crave and that is the origin of suffering.

In the southern transmission’s interpreta-
tion of the Abhidharma, to have wisdom is to 
have full perception of this dynamic move-
ment of consciousness at the microscopic lev-

el, to be able to eliminate craving, and to taste 
the fruit of an arhat. That is the solution: to be 
released forever from our suffering. It hap-
pens in a flash of consciousness that moves us 
from samsara to nirvana.

In the Mahayana tradition of the northern 
transmission, the approach is one of synthe-
sis. We do not go into microscopic analysis of 
the movement of mind and consciousness. 
Rather, we take a macroscopic look at the pat-
terns of our behavior. We see that these are 
based on our views, our notions, our ideas. 
We see that suffering comes from the confu-
sion and negative energy that accumulates 
because we grasp onto our views and mistake 
them for reality. Suffering accumulates over 
time due to our views.

The Mahayana synthesizing process has giv-
en rise to multiple solutions to the problem of 
duhkha and how to deal with samsara.

The Prajnaparamita Sutra tells us that all 
views are one-sided and true reality cannot 
be grasped or perceived by any view, abstract 
notion, or idea. The solution to our suffering 
is thus to have emptiness of view and to expe-

On day 2 of the conference, Thay Phap An delivered remarks on wisdom (prajna) from the perspective of the Plum Village tradition.
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rience nirvana right in the midst of samsara; 
that is, to live a life of no-birth and no-death 
whilst riding the waves of birth and death. 
Once we have a good grasp of the mind, we 
can touch the domain of “suchness”, which in 
the later Lotus Sutra is regarded as having 
two dimensions - the ultimate dimension and 
the historical dimension.

Vietnamese Zen Master Mãn Giác, who 
lived in the 11th century, expressed “such-
ness” well in a verse announcing he was ill:

When spring goes,  
a hundred flowers wither, 

When spring comes,  
a hundred flowers bloom. 

One occurrence after another,  
life passes before our eyes, 

Old age descends upon our head. 
Do not be deceived that all flowers wither 

as spring ends, 
Last night, beyond the veranda …  

a plum branch.3

As sentient beings we are by nature empty, 
according to the northern transmission. But 
the northern tradition also recognizes that, 
as conscious humans, we have a deep intu-
ition that our existence amounts to some-
thing more. This has given rise to different 
Mahayana sutras and schools exploring the 
idea of Buddha Nature and Tathagatagarbha 
(Buddha-Embryo, literally “the womb of the 
thus-come-one“). The Lotus Sutra implicitly 
speaks of our Buddha Nature, and of the pos-
sibility of overcoming our spiritual poverty 

as a prodigal Buddhist son so we may reclaim 
our sovereignty as a Buddha. There is also the 
Mind Only manifestation of the Yogachara 
tradition.

In the Mahayana, we have Bodhisattvas - en-
lightened beings who return to samsara to 
help all living beings. We have Ch’an “wan-
derers” who, like Chinese Taoists, live a life of 
freedom from fear because they know that all 
three realms—desire, form, and formless-
ness—are only manifestations of our mind. 
We have Tibetan Siddhas who, full of extraor-
dinary psychic and spiritual powers, and of 

A rich diversity of Buddhist traditions was represented at the conference.  
Above: presenters and discussants engaged in the session on prajna.



Wisdom is the Path   | 29

wisdom, have realized Buddhahood in their 
very body.

Again, different Buddhist traditions have dif-
ferent ways of investigating the common 
problem of duhkha and samsara. But all the 
traditions offer solutions. Their practice and 
path are determined by their choice of how to 
approach the object of suffering and by how 
wisdom is cultivated.

Plum Village’s solution is derived from mul-
tiple elements. They include the Vietnamese 
Zen tradition of engaging actively with soci-
ety (revitalized by Zen Master Thích Nhất 
Hạnh as Engaged Buddhism); the teaching of 
the Avatamsaka Sutra (inter-being), and in-
tellectual openness towards current under-
standings of neuroscience, psychology, and 
physical sciences.

Applying all such elements and understand-
ings so we may develop wisdom and solve the 
problem of duhkha and samsara, has evolved 
into a way of life at Plum Village practice cen-
ters and at EIAB. We contemplate deeply 
about suffering, we develop a perspective on 
it, and we transform that perspective into a 
way of living that is guided and defined by 
mindfulness.

Over his long and eventful life, my teacher 
Zen Master Thích Nhất Hạnh has helped 
countless students by distilling complex Bud-
dhist teachings into succinct phrases, nota-
bly: “there is no way to enlightenment; en-
lightenment is the way”, and “there is no path 
to peace; peace is the path.”

Today, my teacher is 95 years old. He resides 
peacefully in his root temple in Hue, Central 
Vietnam, where some 80 years ago he became 
a novice. His entire life has been to walk and 
teach the path of wisdom as a way to build a 
beloved Sangha of peace and compassion. All 
of us in the Plum Village tradition aspire to 
follow his core insight that there is no path to 
wisdom, wisdom is the path.

May the fruits of this International Bud-
dhist Conference on the Three Trainings 
benefit all living beings.

“Lights, camera, action”: Thầy Pháp Ấn’s ses-
sion went live on Zoom in the early hours of 
March 6, Germany time. EIAB brothers and 

Thay Phap An likened the Three Trainings—prajna (wisdom and insight), sila (ethical living) 
and samadhi (collectedness)—to three elements embedded in a spiral.  
At each of the spiral’s twists and turns, he said, one training plays a leading role while the 
other two play supporting roles.

sisters have worked diligently since the start 
of the COVID-19 pandemic to master the nec-
essary technical skills for high quality web-
casting and online conferencing.

Thầy Pháp Ấn 
 
The author wishes to express his deep gratitude to 
Ms. Sarah Monks for her detailed, creative, and 
careful editing; and to Sr. Song Nghiêm, an EIAB 
monastic; the Sangha Bầu Trời Xanh, and other 
Vietnamese Sangha members for their deep 
listening to the ideas expressed in these remarks, 
which were based on a Dharma talk delivered on 
14 February 2021 to celebrate the Lunar New Year 
of the Metal Water Buffalo (Tết Tân Sửu).
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1 It was the Pali-Sanskrit International Buddhist 

Conference 2021 on the topic “Tisikkha/Trishik-

sha—The Three Trainings on the Contents of the 

Tipitaka/Tripitaka”, http://www.palisanskrit.

com/, accessed 21.06.2021. A video of the au-

thor’s presentation can be accessed at https://

www.youtube.com/watch?v=aLqH-heii-A, start-

ing from 19m45s. The conference, which pro-

motes exchanges between leading scholars and 

practitioners from Buddhism’s Pali and Sanskrit 

traditions, was conducted by Zoom on March 

5-6, 2021. His Holiness the Dalai Lama gave the 

inaugural address from his residence in Dha-

ramsala, India. The event was initiated by the Ti-

betan Buddhist Centre, Singapore and Malaysia, 

and co-organized by 12 international Buddhist 

organizations. There were 38 discussants from 

around the world. 

2 https://plumvillage.org/mindfulness-practice/

the-5-mindfulness-trainings/, accessed 

16.6.2021, and for German version: https://www.

eiab.eu/dokumente, accessed 16.6.2021

3 告疾示眾			 	

春去百花落，	 	

春到百花開。	 	

事逐眼前過，	 	

老從頭上來。	 	

莫謂春殘花落盡,	 	

庭前昨夜一枝梅。

 Cáo tật thị chúng  

Xuân khứ bách hoa lạc,  

Xuân đáo bách hoa khai.  

Sự trục nhãn tiền quá,  

Lão tùng đầu thượng lai.  

Mạc vị xuân tàn hoa lạc tận,  

Đình tiền tạc dạ nhất chi mai.

“Lights, camera, action”: Thay Phap An’s session went live on Zoom in the early hours of March 6, Germany time.  
EIAB brothers and sisters have worked diligently since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic to master the necessary technical skills for high quality 
webcasting and online conferencing.
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Dear friends in Germany,

I feel close to you, I know that you are practic-
ing wholeheartedly to keep lotuses of inclu-
siveness blooming from the mud of intoler-
ance.

Thầy is always supporting you, because he 
has trust in your commitment to the practice. 
Many times he has reminded us of a retreat 
he led in Oldenberg. After only three or four 
days of the retreat, Thầy said to the retreat-
ants: “Now you are ready to practice reconcil-
iation. Please before midnight, use your tele-
phone (in retreats you are usually asked to 
turn off your telephone) in order to practice 
reconciliation.” The next day some gentlemen 
came to Thầy and said they had spoken to 
their father after many years. Their father 
had wept and they had shed tears.

Germany’s three first Dharma teachers who 
received the lamp in 1994 were trusted and 
loved by Thầy. When Dharma Teacher Chân 
Pháp Nhãn (True Dharma Eye) did not have 
much longer to live, Thầy travelled all the 
way to Germany from France in order to sup-
port his beloved student at this time.

 It is not likely that the fleshly body of Thầy 
will visit EIAB again. However, Thầy hears 
news about you and how you are doing.

Yes, it is possible to practice mindfulness, 
concentration and insight in time of ill-
health. As long as you can practice, you can-
not say you are totally ill. Though your body 
is sick, your mind and your consciousness 
can still have elements of health and happi-
ness. The breathing, the holy spirit , the 
breath of Buddha or of God nourish you from 
moment to moment, and when you can be 

still, your consciousness is filled with light. 
Beautiful images you have stored from the 
past, from childhood come up into mind-con-
sciousness. There is no need to go back to 
your homeland to say goodbye because your 
homeland is right here in your conscious-
ness. In the present moment the birds still 
sing, the flowers still smile.

Yes, to be in ill-health is a wonderful 
opportunity.  

You learn to be humble. Humility is the 
first great lesson.

Other lessons are acceptance, patience and 
slowing down. Impermanence is at your 
doorstep. You know that you may not be there 
for long so you need to be kind to others. You 
are aware of your thinking and see that every 
negative thought is a further burden to your 

Digging the Well  
before you are thirsty

“Don‘t wait until you are sick to practice mindfulness, concentration and insight.  
Build up these spiritual reserves now. Once you are thirsty, it is too late to dig a well...“
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body and well-being so you quickly trans-
form negative thoughts into positive ones. 

Then there are difficult moments pain and ex-
haustion, moments when body and mind are 
struggling to keep alive. At those moments all 
you can do is breathe mindfully. Stay with 
what is happening and recognise that this is 
it. There is nothing to be added and nothing to 
be taken away. You practice the pāramitā of 
patience or inclusiveness and the difficulty 
passes, even though it may last several hours.

You learn to respect your body more. You see 
how it has served as a basis for consciousness 
for all these years and that it is doing, as it has 
always done, its best. You love your body and 
you let it do what it needs to do as you stand 
by mindful and watchful. Trust the body. 
When you accept your own sickness and 
death, you accept so many other things. You 
look on all with acceptance. 

I do not know how patients feel when the doc-
tors tells them that active care may not be able 
to help and asks whether they are ready to re-
ceive palliative care. I can imagine they could 
feel a tremendous relief. No more debilitating 
interventions or toxic therapies; just taking 
care of the situation as it is now, so that 
enough comfort is possible. That must be a 
great gift- to be helped live one’s last days at 
peace.

Your body has its reserves and when they are 
running out, your mind has its reserves too.  
These reserves are made possible by a former 
training in spiritual life. They are reserves of 
contentment, fulfilment and peace. 

So do not leave this training until too late, to 
have good health is a tremendous asset. Do 
not wait until you are in ill health to practice 
mindfulness, concentration and insight. 
Build up these spiritual reserves right now. 
Once you are thirsty it is too late to start dig-
ging a well. The EIAB (online and offline) is 

there to help you practice so that you know 
how to walk and to breathe in mindfulness 
and as well as other basic practices that build 
up spiritual reserves.

Sr. Chan Duc, True Virtue,  
Lower Hamlet, Plum Village 
19th may 2021
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I first saw her at the introductory session to 
start the Zen summer practice period at the 
Felsentor meditation centre. Even in my wild-
est dreams I could not have imagined that less 
than four weeks later we would confess our 
love for each other, and that sometime later 
we would be a couple. On that first evening it 
would have seemed too absurd. But even 
then, as she told me she was a mother of four 
grown-up sons and wanted to use this retreat 
to try to find out what to do with the rest of 
her life, I was struck by how relaxed and as-
sured she seemed. The life she led was so vast-
ly different from my own. On one of the fol-
lowing days, I gave a talk, which ended with 
an almost passionate plea for love. But what I 
meant above all was universal love for all be-
ings, which in my eyes was something really 
worth cultivating. At that time I was 62 – and 
at that age you don‘t start a love relationship! 
Rather, I had the idea of withdrawing more 

May I be peaceful, happy and light in body and spirit. 
May I be safe and free from injury. 

May I be free from anger, afflictions, fear and anxiety. 
May I learn to look at myself with the eyes of understanding and love. 

May I learn to look at my loved ones with the eyes of understanding and love.

and more, and perhaps, like Sara Maitland, 
the author of the “Book of Silence“ that I loved 
so much, of becoming a hermit. (How wrong 
could I have been!) But then, over the next 
days and weeks, I increasingly noticed how 
often my gaze would turn to her, and how I be-
gan to interpret her behaviour, her expres-
sions.

This probably happens to quite a few people 
at meditation retreats; the Buddhist teacher 
Ruth Denisen calls it Vipassana romance. In 
a time of stillness, with long periods of si-
lence, the temptation to create a beautiful 
fantasy world, and to choose a person from 
the group to play the central role is enor-
mous. But once the retreat is over, the roman-
tic fantasy usually disappears in a puff of 
smoke. I didn‘t create a romantic fantasy, yet 
experienced the roller coaster ride that feel-
ings of deep insecurity, fear, great vitality, joy 

and enthusiasm can bring. And slowly, but 
surely, I slipped into that form of love that be-
gins with falling in love. Once the retreat time 
was over and we had ‘confessed’, we ex-
changed addresses. She went back to Zurich 
and I went back to Berlin. Then she came to 
visit me in Berlin - and since then we have 
been travelling back and forth, although I 
travel to Switzerland more often, as I am 
more flexible in how I arrange my time. And 
so we live together for a few weeks, and then 
each of us returns to her familiar world.  

Being in love is a wonderful thing. Love is so 
open and vast, it fills the whole world with co-
lour and vitality, fills us with energy and feels 
fantastic. We fall in love with love, and 
through the eyes of love see the whole world 
clothed in new beauty.

It is always about love
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“When you are in love, you experience the 
other person as God meant her to be.“ 

I sometimes think of this sentence when the 
person whom I first saw through my rose-co-
loured glasses as the most wonderful, calm, 
wise, beautiful, etc. person, now every so of-
ten appears to me in a somewhat different 
light. However, this usually has nothing to do 
with her; it is that now I don’t wear my 
rose-coloured glasses so often, and tend to 
look through my usual, judgemental, every-
day glasses. Through them I see and judge not 
only my loved one (but also everything else) 
in a way coloured by my habitual way of see-
ing. As soon as I notice I’m doing it, I try to go 
back to seeing my partner the way God in-
tended. When I succeed, I see more clearly. 
And this is a good condition for love. After all, 
to love means to accept the other person as 
she is, not as I see her in my fantasies, so that 
everything is as I want it to be. Thay reminds 
me that love is not just a feeling I can revel in: 

“The essence of love is understanding. 
Understanding another person‘s suffering 

is the greatest gift we can give them. 
Understanding is another name for love.“ 

I now know much better that without this 
understanding love is blind, and without 

love, understanding is cold.

We have all been wounded and scarred at 
some point in our lives, and, as long as no one 
gets too close to us, it is sometimes easy to 
think our wounds have healed. I had no idea 
how many wounds I still had until I experi-
enced the pain of them being touched. With 
an almost instinctive certainty we seem to 
choose someone who will touch our deepest 
wounds and make us feel them, and at the 
same time we hope this person will accept us 
and, by doing so, help us heal. And the person 
we chose feels the same way! Love relation-
ships seem to come with a virtual guarantee 
of this type of process. This is probably why a 
couple therapist calls relationships growth 
accelerators. As the Buddhist teacher and 
psychotherapist John Wellwood says, al-
though they offer a chance to heal, love rela-
tionships also involve going through quite 
painful processes. We are confronted with 
our conditioning, old hurts and related habit-
ual reactions as perhaps nowhere else, and all 
our supposed spiritual achievements are 
suddenly put to the test. During the times I 
spent my time primarily living at a safe dis-
tance to others, I considered myself to be 
rather a friendly, approachable, empathic, 

peaceful, sociable person. In the friction of 
the relationship, I experience how much an-
ger, deep sadness, fear and insecurity are 
also inside me. It is as if a door has been 
opened to aspects of myself that I would have 
preferred to leave in the shadows. Yet as chal-
lenging as it can sometimes be, it is also an ex-
citing journey of discovery.

Thay has often spoken of the seeds that rest in 
our store consciousness, but manifest in our 
consciousness as soon as they are watered. 
Now I increasingly experience just how 
strong and powerful both the seeds of love 
and understanding, compassion and joy, as 
well as the seeds of anger, sadness and fear 
can be, and the storms they can unleash in my 
body and mind. I experience Thay‘s recom-
mendation that we embrace our difficult feel-
ings and create the conditions for their trans-
formation through unconditional 
acceptance, as an important, frequently not 
easy, but very healing practice.  

A few weeks ago, R. and I hiked along the St. 
James Way in Switzerland for a few days. Just 
after we set out, we came to a bakery, couldn’t 
decide what we wanted, and carried on argu-
ing when we got outside. Finally, we decided 
that we would each walk alone for now, and 
we left it open as to where and if we would 
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meet again along the way. She went off with-
out looking back at me. I threw my walking 
sticks on the ground in anger, then picked 
them up and took off too. I tried to concen-
trate on my breathing and walking, and slow-
ly my intense feelings calmed down. I was re-
minded how Thay suggests that I keep asking 
myself the question: 

Is there anything I can do that will help 
me open the door of my heart and fully 

accept the other person?  
How wide is my heart?

And as I repeated these phrases mantra-like, 
I felt my heart opening more and more, the 
dark clouds dispersing to reveal the blue sky 
above, which is always there. The sky that 
symbolizes the wide open space of love. It en-
dures the turbulent storms without being af-
fected or changed by them. “We are the blue 
sky, everything else is just weather,“ says Bud-
dhist teacher Pema Chödron. Since that day, 
keeping this space present or rediscovering 
it again and again in myself has become an 
important exercise for me; in this space love 
encounters itself and unfolds its nourishing 
power. That day, I hiked on with a new light-
ness and desire for reconciliation until I fi-
nally met R. sitting at a church, waiting for 
me there. As she walked, she had, as she told 
me, contemplated the sentence “Love is un-
derstanding“, and asked herself how she 

could succeed in still wanting to understand 
the other person even in difficult situations, 
instead of reacting in her habitual way of 
turning away and withdrawing. We sudden-
ly had the feeling that on this hike we were 
discovering the many different dimensions 
of the sky and clouds more deeply. As im-
pressed as I was with the wonder of the blue 
sky, I also realized it is also important to be 
aware of the clouds in their stormy dance of 
rain, hail, storm, lightning and thunder, and 
to deepen our understanding of these phe-
nomena that are just as much a part of us as 
the space in which they manifest themselves.

Later we came to a Dominican convent. There 
was a path there with different stations. They 
were called: Longing, Contact, Meeting, Heal-
ing, Awakening. There was one more station, 
but somehow we missed it and didn‘t find it. 
Actually, I am sure that it should be called 
Love.     

“Love is a living, breathing thing.  
There is no need to force it to grow in a 
particular direction. If we start by being 
easy and gentle with ourselves, we will 

find it is just there inside of us,  
solid and healing.”  

 
(Thay)

Ursula Richard 
 
Bio: Ursula Richard has been following the Zen 
path for more than 30 years. In the mid-1980s she 
met Thich Nhat Hanh for the first time and ever 
since has felt a close connection to him and his 
teachings. She has translated many of his books. 
In 2020 she was ordained in the Soto-Zen 
tradition. 
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Call from the Other Shore  

Barely six months earlier, Nishi had been di-
agnosed with a lung tumour that turned out 
to be exceptionally aggressive. Despite, or 
perhaps because of, the intensive radiologi-
cal, as well as alternative, treatments, the can-
cer and its metastases were a severe strain on 
her body in this short time, increasingly sap-
ping her strength and ultimately destroying 
it.

In these intense months, the emotional highs 
and lows, between hope and disappointment, 
took their toll on all of us. As the metastases 
penetrated into the bones, Nishi‘s pain be-
came unbearable. One night, when the pain 
became intolerable, the emergency doctor ad-
ministered the appropriate medication to re-
lieve the pain. The next morning, the family 
doctor continued with this treatment. Nishi‘s 
breathing became noticeably calmer and sud-
denly, after a few breaths, and to everyone‘s 
surprise, it was the final breath. It sounded 

light, like a deep sigh. A deep relaxation 
seemed to take hold of her. It was over. A won-
derful and rich life, in which many different 
lives seemed to have blossomed together, had 
come to an end. Her face reflected gentleness 
and peace, followed very quickly by an ex-
pression of rapture that I took as a sign of the 
reality of the “other shore“. We were envel-
oped by a space that united both here and 
there.

For a long time words to express this seam-
less and yet absolute passing continually 
eluded me, and I also found it impossible to 
even come close to finding any form of verbal 
expression for what had happened. First of 
all I had to go through a process that exposed 
the bottomless grief over the loss I had suf-
fered, feelings of abandonment and loneli-
ness, as well as anger and self-accusations. 
When, almost a year and a half ago, I received 
an invitation to write something for the 

newsletter on a topic of my choice, Nishi had 
only been dead for three months. I could find 
nothing inside me that could be put into 
words, so I had to decline. Now, after many 
full moon nights and the growth of some ‘an-
nual rings’, I will try to describe my inner and 
outer journey back to this side of the shore, 
after my partner‘s journey to the other shore.

Time implosion

Long before words found their way to the out-
side world, inside I repeatedly relived the 
past we had shared. Memories gradually as-
sumed completely new dimensions. Shared 
experiences were re-experienced in the light 
of a radical and irrevocable ‘never-again’. 
Sometimes their depth and intensity, com-
bined with an amazing gratitude, almost 
made my heart burst. They were often mem-
ories of events that I had mostly taken most 
for granted at the time, and not absorbed and 

On 21 March 2019, the start of spring and night of the full moon, my wife began her final journey. 
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Nel and Nishi shared their full life together - and with dog Roefje.

 “Nishi has always loved you, as you love 
her, and even now it is just as true and 

real. The place where it happens is here in 
you, it is always in you.“

As I sit writing on the veranda of our cabin in 
the mountains, with the water of the melting 
snow streaming down the valley and a crisp-
ness in the air, my mind returns to the many 
winter moments when we sat together on the 
veranda, wrapped in intimate silence as we 
looked at the white, majestic mountains. In 
those moments, the continuum of life, the 
eternal stream of being and the all-encom-
passing love that flows through and nourish-
es all becoming, was already telling us about 
this other shore. 

The Sanctuary of Sangha

During the process there were also those 
days when a burning, tormenting pain visit-

celebrated with the depth that I now experi-
enced. Our daily telephone conversations, 
for example. How Nishi could sometimes take 
me by surprise by saying “I love you“, as if out 
of nowhere, which delighted and amazed me 
in equal measure as she said it without any 
apparent relation to what we were talking 
about at the time. Looking back, I see how 
these words had the effect of a bomb, how 
their incredibly powerful energy shook me 
to the core, and made my whole body tremor. 
It was as if, in one fell swoop, I experienced 
the full force of our love magnified a hundred 
fold, and was suddenly catapulted into the 
presence of her stream of love. I cannot de-
scribe it in any other way than an implosion 
in time. Then and now merged into one, and I 
was sucked into the oneness of time. A con-
tinuum of love that extends far beyond space 
and time flashed before me. The other shore 
seemed to call out to me,

ed me. All those occasions where, in my imag-
ination and judgement, I saw myself as inad-
equate, selfish, unmindful, absent, mean or 
not reliable, grew into heavy thoughts of fail-
ure and a piercing sense of not being able to 
make amends. The Sangha family with all the 
friends, Buddhist Sangha sisters and broth-
ers were a great help to me in facing my pain. 
The large Sangha was the tightly woven and 
stable net into which I could allow myself to 
fall again and again. In many conversations, 
individual members were mirrors of an 
awareness that I had lost in the deepest mo-
ments of pain. Thay’s words that the Sangha 
can hold on to what seems to be lost and hold 
it up for you to see, took on a whole new 
meaning. The great field of awareness re-
membered, and thanks to it so could I.  

Gradually I understood that here was a 
unique opportunity to put those seemingly 
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inadequate events, and all the judgements 
about them, under loving and mindful scruti-
ny and acknowledge them as the best I could 
do at the time. Then, surprisingly and incred-
ibly liberatingly, my consciousness would 
abruptly experience a judgement being re-
versed. Suddenly beneath the unreliability I 
discovered a reliability and underneath the 
egocentricity a perception of deep connec-
tion.

The ‘crack’ in thoughts that reveals the 
other shore

Besides the Sangha, walks in the forest were 
another necessity for dealing with inner 
grief and overcoming a sense of failure. The 
trees didn‘t seem to worry about giving too 
much or too little shade or growing in the 
wrong direction. I sat for a long time with my 
back leaning against an old tree, and as time 
ticked by I could feel the ancestors of this tree 
telling me about the different ages through 
which they had grown, and that I too was in-
volved in this slow growth and was also al-
lowed to rest in this oneness within the long 
arc of time. This thought seems to be a contra-
diction in terms, because our thinking, which 
is bound to the concept of duality, is not capa-
ble of accommodating an experience of unity. 
And yet there are these gaps or cracks in the 
stream of thought where the light shines 
through in the form of an ‘insight’, or as Leon-
ard Cohen puts it poetically in his song: 
“There is a crack in everything, that’s how the 
light gets in.“ In my mourning process for Ni-
shi this happened repeatedly. Sometimes this 
intrusion came in the form of a healing and 
startling awareness, for example when a kite, 
Nishi‘s favourite bird, circled above my 
house. It abruptly interrupted my usual 
stream of thoughts, and amazement, accom-
panied by deep feelings of gratitude and joy, 
flooded me with such force that I could only 
cry. Sinking into this, the mere perception 
turned into a visitation by Nishi, who showed 
herself to me in the majestic flight of the kite. 
To be so radically catapulted into the here 
and now were experiences of a sort that 
seemed neither to belong wholly to this world 
nor wholly to the other world, but, in other 
words, united both within themselves.

Roefje, first Nishi‘s and now, after her death, 
my dog, also managed to reach me again and 
again in my deepest despair. He could then 

look at me with a very special, very penetrat-
ing and profound gaze that neither begged 
for food nor for stroking. Rather, there was 
something vast and great in that gaze that I 
can best describe as being looked at from an 
unconditional dimension. I began to experi-
ence Thay‘s words about ultimate reality in a 
very concrete way. I am deeply grateful to the 
kite, to Roefje‘s seeing and to the people who 
pushed me into a healing shock in a different 
but nevertheless wonderful way, because it 
deepened my understanding of how over-
whelmingly beautiful and gracious the reali-
ty that these events testified to is. I under-
stood that this reality is always waiting, 
always seems to be there, waiting until my ha-
bitual thinking is thrown off track, and I am 
truly present for it.

The miracle of arriving home

In the multi-layered phase of mourning, the 
various mindfulness exercises that Thay had 
taught me once again became a valuable in-
strument, connecting the sensitivity of the 
breath with a healing sentence and thus strip-
ping away habitual thinking. Thay‘s ques-
tion: “Can you be sure?“ opens the door to a 
state of grace precisely at the moment when 
honest dwelling in deep looking enables a 
sudden reversal of a thought, to reveal a com-
pletely new and startling perspective. The 
profoundly sad thought, “I will never be able 
to have a conversation with Nishi again“ be-
came, when reversed, “I will always be able to 
have a conversation with Nishi.“ The seeming 
absurdity of this reversal brought a profound 
joy and sense of boundless possibility - for it 
has always been the case, even when Nishi 
was alive, that she was alive in me when I was 
open to resonate with her. Now I could open 
this space at any time and feel my inexpress-
ible love for her in her presence. It is my deep 
conviction that we can all experience such 
moments of grace, indeed that we are all 
deeply predestined to want to experience 
them. A conviction that Thay has nurtured in 
me through his life - our longing for an expe-
rience of oneness is always calling to us. An 
existential pain can be an essential part of 
this longing, because it confronts us with 
profound questions, kneads us softly, pulls 
the ground of the familiar from under us and 
takes us to the limits of what is possible. 
There, in the empty space where we no longer 
have control, the miracle of coming home oc-

curs. This is a constant process, and it is pos-
sible again and again for painful, sorrowful 
experiences to become gateways to the expe-
rience of oneness. The other shore will never 
stop calling out to us.

Nel Houtman 
True Marvelous Shining 
 
With great thanks to Doris Held for her 
compassionate editing of the original German 
text.
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The big suffering of young souls

Everything we read in the media about the 
mental suffering of children and adolescents 
during the pandemic is true, and to some ex-
tent even more dramatically so than these ar-
ticles portray. Children‘s and young people‘s 
souls are among the losers in this pandemic, 
they do not receive compensation or get pref-
erential treatment; they are largely forgot-
ten.

This is what Achim, a teacher at a secondary 
school for primary and middle school stu-
dents, and I, as a child and youth psychiatrist 
and psychotherapist, experience every day. 
We both work in a structurally weak district 
and have a lot of contact with families who 
were already struggling with many problems 
even before the pandemic.

And we are also the parents of four children. 
Two have completed their professional or 
university studies under pandemic condi-
tions, which meant there could be no celebra-
tions. Two are in the final stages of their 
school education, one was unable to get the 

training place he wanted and so, from his 
point of view, unfortunately had to continue 
with school. The other has been struggling 
for months at home with the often barely 
manageable material of online learning.

In the first lockdown, as a reaction to the lack 
of social contact at school and all the pitfalls 
of online schooling, including sometimes 
fierce arguments at home, child psychiatric 
practices experienced a variety of extremely 
intense reactions expressed in many differ-
ent ways. These were preceded by suicidality, 
severe anxiety disorders, depression, as well 
as breakdowns in impulse control. 

Since the 2nd lockdown, the picture has 
changed. It feels like a drying up of emotions, 
a river flowing into the desert and seeping 
away.

Apathy, lack of motivation, an increasing 
don‘t give a damn, or attitude of resignation, 
is spreading. As a psychiatrist, I know that 
the latter conditions are much harder to 

treat. A lack of emotions kills creativity, curi-
osity and the love of life.

In addition, there are growing deficits in 
learning material, people completing their 
studies under pandemic conditions, appren-
ticeships becoming harder to get, and intern-
ships being cancelled. Some families lack the 
necessary equipment, for example stable in-
ternet access, printers, computers ...

Achim experiences this every day as a teach-
er. Online schooling and video conferencing 
are often not attended, and alternative as-
sessments not done, motivation and assis-
tance are lacking, and the daily rhythm is of-
ten seriously disturbed by video games and 
social media. Children in care, who have also 
had trips home to their families cancelled, 
sometimes for months, are particularly hard 
hit.

What is also increasingly serious is the con-
tinued lack of a vaccination to achieve protec-
tive immunity, as well as to regain the free-
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doms that children and adolescents in 
particular need so much: parties with 
friends, school trips, peer group gatherings 
and cultural events. So much has been lost for 
this age group, sometimes forever. The social 
and emotional development of children and 
young people requires social contact, de-
pendability and manageable perspectives. 
Adult souls have reached a certain level of 
maturity, children‘s and adolescents‘ souls 
are in the process of becoming. Thus, as par-
ents and educators, we are, so to speak, hav-
ing to work against nature. We place restric-
tions on our children and on adolescents, 
dramatically reduce their social contacts, and 
demand a discipline and rationality that, 
even in hormonal terms, cannot be achieved. 
Children and young people are not partici-
pants at demos, their Fridays-for-Future 
demos are cancelled, shifted to the net, al-
though what they need is Everyday-for-Fu-
ture demos now.

So how can we practice mindfulness in 
these times, when the, at times,  

considerable suffering has been sitting in 
the treatment room or classroom hour 

after hour for months?

As a therapist and a teacher, we have a lot to 
offer, but many pre-pandemic approaches 
fall short or are no longer appropriate. Yes, 
there is suffering. This first noble truth saves 
us every day. We share suffering with our pu-
pils and patients, do not push it away, do not 
gloss it over, acknowledge it.

We are there, listening and offering our-
selves. Child, adolescent, we know that you 
are there and that makes us very happy. As a 
therapist, Elke is very happy that the children 
and adolescents come to the practice and 
don‘t stay away because nothing seems im-
portant. They want real contact and she can 
offer that. She and her team have been physi-
cally present in every phase of the pandemic, 
not online. Children and adolescents want di-
rect contact, even if this sometimes has to 
take place with hygienic masks, and group 
and body therapies were not possible for a 
long time.

We cannot offer any solutions, because many 
things really cannot be solved right now. Old 
certainties have broken down and in many 

respects what was previously reliable can no 
longer be relied on.

For our own souls, an understanding that ev-
erything is in constant flux helps, as does the 
knowledge that nothing is really lost: there is 
no birth and no death.

We can only convey this to children and 
young people in a limited way, but in our-
selves we can offer a small degree of security, 
and maybe they feel that Mrs Marx-Ottmüller 
and Mr Ducke are there and that makes them 
happy. They do not get lost. There is no before 
or after the pandemic, they are still here for 
us.

Of course, all this can only work if we take 
good care of ourselves. Meditation has helped 
us enormously in these pandemic times, our 
online sangha and our joint practice has also 
been a great support. Sharing meals with our 
young adults, who often just like to cook for 
themselves and eat at different times than 
their parents, here at home created meaning. 
Physical exercises became existential for us, 
Elke discovered yoga for herself, Achim is do-
ing more sports again. The choice of different 
food sources is also of great importance. Less 
is often more. Instead of constant informa-
tion from the daily news, we have discovered 
uplifting films or portals that blossom in 
these pandemic times. Online retreats from 
the EIAB or Plum Village are also wonderful 
and sustaining.

There are so many wonderful new initiatives 
that are so life-affirming and forward-look-
ing from our point of view. Sometimes we can 
bring a little bit of that into our therapeutic 
contacts or into the school.

Above all we try to maintain a non-judge-
mental attitude, or to return to it again and 
again. 

Are you sure??? 
No, we’re not. 

 How can we be in times like these.

In her practice, Elke has now decided to start 
resilience groups for mothers and foster 
mothers: meditation, mindfulness training, 
yoga and Dharma sharing. Mothers are the 
next biggest group of losers, and she has de-
cided to strengthen them, which will also 

strengthen the children, young people and 
families. Every mother approached so far has 
spontaneously accepted, which is rather un-
usual for the practice‘s clientele. Achim of-
fers stress management at school, also with 
meditation, mindfulness training and physi-
cal exercises. The students first took time to 
get used to it, but now they even ask for it, re-
port on its positive effects on their lives and 
sometimes even demand it in class. In addi-
tion, he has activated contact with the voca-
tional school and almost all students have 
been offered a job after graduation. If ap-
prenticeships are missing or orientation is 
lacking due to the lack of internships, voca-
tional school offers a good alternative. Train-
ing pupils to make applications, reviewing 
application portfolios and helping where 
parents are sometimes unable to help be-
cause they lack the appropriate knowledge.

Mother Earth was, and is, a huge support for 
us, and so we enjoy every step, every leaf and 
every sunbeam and especially the silence. We 
believe she is one of the winners of the pan-
demic and that makes us very happy.

We wish children, young people and their 
families a lot of compassion at this time, and 
to just be with them when the situation al-
lows, just share the space, and know it is good 
that they are there. They make us happy.

Their shattered self-concepts will stay with 
the children and young people for a long 
time, and we need to be open to their suffer-
ing, provide support and perspectives. We 
can only be secure again when they can be 
happy and secure again. We are not separate 
from them and their suffering.

Dr. Elke Marx-Ottmüller 
Dr. Joachim Ducke
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In this article I would like to offer some of my 
practical experiences in the field of mindful 
communication. It was triggered by an invita-
tion from the EIAB to present my experienc-
es with the 9th of the 14 Mindfulness Train-
ings - Truthful and Loving Speech - as part of 
an online course. 

The subject of communication has been of 
constant interest to me since an assistant of 
the well-known Psychology Professor and 
communication expert Friedemann Schulz 
von Thun visited my German high school, 
that was in 1986. The models and stories of 
successful and unsuccessful communication 
he presented fascinated me, and I took great 
pleasure in exploring this extensive subject. 
Even at a young age, I was on the road in the 
new German states as a communications 
trainer. Following my encounter with Thay 
and the practice of the Dharma, the subject 
then took on a radical depth I had never imag-
ined, and inspired a new humility in my own 
use of language. To this day, the practice of 
deep listening is one of the greatest gifts I 
have been privileged to receive. The subject 
of language holds wonderful potential, 
whilst also being full of pitfalls and challeng-
es; it is so easy to stray from the right path. 

Before we begin to speak, I always invite us to 
first to touch a feeling of gentle goodwill, for 
ourselves and for our counterpart. This can 
also be helpful before we start to read. Is 
there goodwill in me? Perhaps even genuine 
goodwill. It can be helpful to remember this: 
GGW. Our goodwill sends a positive energy 
into all our conversations. In Zoom calls, I in-
creasingly invite all participants to send a 
smile of goodwill, first to themselves and then 
to all the other colourful tiles on the screen. 
The transformation in the expressions on the 
faces looking at us is usually immediate. 
Goodwill is a wonderful starting point for 

At the end of the text you will find the ‚Contemplations for Mindful Communication‘, which emerged from the 
experiences of the experiences in the network Mindful Business. They are an invitation to take a fresh look at 
our everyday communication and to recognize our habits in this field more clearly and to gently change them.

communication of any kind. Communication 
without goodwill is difficult and joyless.

 
1. Collect ourselves and the group

Many conversations start from a point of dis-
connection. This is true for conversations in 
pairs, at meetings, in lectures and other 
forms of communication. We begin even 
though we know those present are inwardly 
absent, thinking about the past or already in 
the future. Before starting a seminar, a meet-
ing, a zoom call or a lecture, I see my task as 
inviting people to collect themselves, to 
pause. Without this process of collecting our-
selves, communication is very limited. No 
matter where I go, I always have my bell with 
me and no matter what sort of group it is, I in-
vite them to practise B-S-P. Breathe - Smile - 
Pause. Thirty seconds of silence is usually 
enough time to allow any size of group to col-
lect itself and arrive at a shared presence. 

As a speaker, I can almost physically feel the 
collective presence that emerges. It makes it 
easier for me to speak from the heart, to 
share and to enter into a fearless contact with 
my listeners. If I cannot establish this sense of 
presence, I speak from a different place, more 
from the head, more superficial, more discon-
nected. In any given situation, speaker and 
listener together determine what is possible 
or not possible in terms of sharing. Inviting a 
group to collect itself - at the beginning, in the 
middle, at the end of a sharing or before tak-
ing a decision - is very valuable. Groups that 
have had a positive experience with B-S-P or 
similar exercises to create a collective pres-
ence often include such tools in their commu-
nication repertoire.

2. Remind myself of my intention and  
my ideals

We have so many beautiful intentions. When 
we recite the 5 or the 14 Mindfulness Train-
ings together, we touch our deepest motiva-
tion. If I recite the Mindfulness Trainings 
regularly, and from the heart, they become a 
strong seed in my store consciousness. In sit-
uations where communication is difficult, 
phrases from the Trainings pop up into my 
daytime awareness to act as a reminder. This 
is the ideal. Yet, despite our best efforts, in the 
stream of events and everyday conversations 
we will always forget our noble intentions, or 
our habit energies will tug us in the opposite 
direction. We want to speak wholesomely 
and sincerely. We don‘t want to build a verbal 
stage for our anger. And so many other 
things. In the shelter of the Sangha, on re-
treats, or in other protected spaces, we may 
be able to do this well. But in challenging sit-
uations, in the family or at work, we easily 
forget what we want so much for ourselves 
and others. And feel ashamed. Or wish we 
were already in our next retreat ... We have to 
find intelligent ways to remind ourselves 
again and again of our heart‘s motivation

When, after two years in Plum Village, I 
moved to Berlin with my life partner and 
companion on the path Bettina, where short-
ly afterwards our son was born, there were 
suddenly few reminders from outside. No 
more monastery bells. I had to keep remind-
ing myself and made it a habit to wear my 
brown jacket in almost all everyday situa-
tions. For shopping, on walks, at my seminars 
in companies and at universities, and later on 
the way to kindergarten, where as the only 
man among women with fancy SUVs I often 
felt alone, as if in a strange land. The brown 

Mindful Speaking:  
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jacket represents the 14 Mindfulness Train-
ings and it brought me back, reminded me of 
my practice and what was important to me. It 
helped me to stay true to my heart‘s path and 
not get caught up in comparisons and judge-
ments. I love my brown jacket, it is my protec-
tion, my reminder, my home. And in its wide 
pockets there is always room for a bell and a 
book for thoughts ...

3. Remind ourselves as a group, how we 
want to speak

It is a great advantage and a gift for everyone 
when as a group we decide to use mindful 
communication: when there is a consensus 
on how we want to speak to each other and 
how we want to listen to each other; when we 
have agreed on a set of rules for communica-
tion that give us as a collective a compass for 
expressing our togetherness in the realm of 
language. But this shared ideal does not be-
come a lived reality just by writing it down. 
Whether in our Sangha, in our project team 
at work, or in our family, we need the remind-
er of what we once agreed was important. 
Again and again. In our Sangha in Berlin-Ze-
hlendorf we have created a text that we al-
ways recite in our Sangha gardeners‘ circle 
before the beginning of a meeting. Before we 
recite this text we meditate in silence to cre-
ate the right atmosphere. Here is an excerpt:

“When we speak about situations within the 
Sangha or individual Sangha members, then 

our motivation for doing so is to understand 
more deeply, not to judge others or to place 
ourselves above them. We will gently and lov-
ingly remind each other, if we forget this in 
the course of our conversation.“

This text reminds us how we want to speak 
and how we do not want to speak. We can also 
refer to it when we notice something not 
quite right in our group communication, and 
it is thus also a legitimate basis for our metta 
communication, the way we communicate 
about our communication in the group. The 
same is true for the 14 Mindfulness Train-
ings. They are a legitimate reference point 
for those who love and practise them. So 
when we make a comment about the quality 
of our communication in the circle of Sangha 
gardeners, when we sense that we ourselves 
or others are straying from our ideals, we can 
ask for a bell, a moment of pause. Often this is 
enough to restore our presence, our good-
will. Or we can make out comment without 
dramatising. It is not about right and wrong. 
We are all imperfect, and especially in the 
field of communication, we can find our-
selves moving in an unwanted direction be-
fore we are aware of it.

We can consider ourselves lucky, if we have 
found a group which has an established cul-
ture of mindful communication. The rituals 
and healing communication we practise 
there may give us the confidence and strength 
to intergrate similar rituals of mindful com-

munication, slightly adapted according to the 
context, in other groups and settings too. If 
the gesture of bowing is considered “too 
much“, then perhaps a more neutral gesture 
can be used - for example, placing our hand 
briefly on the heart to signal when we would 
like to speak and when we have finished. 

Perhaps the group is also open to developing 
communication guidelines and helpful re-
minders. Often, it is the small things that can 
have a big influence in group sharing. There 
is a great desire for successful communica-
tion, and what works is willingly shared. I 
know of many groups that have made B-S-P a 
regular component of their sharings - teach-
ers, entrepreneurs, scientists.... And in the 
virtual environments of the present and fu-
ture, rituals of mindful communication are 
becoming even more important. Our lan-
guage is evolving, demanding constant prac-
tice, practice, practice.

4. Recognize and adapt the emotional 
scent of my words

As we have already seen, communication be-
gins long before we open our mouths. When 
we open our mouths, each of our words has a 
specific fragrance. An emotional scent that 
perfumes our words and is of utmost impor-
tance for the effect our words have. We can 
say “good morning“ in 128 different ways, 
with irritation, goodwill, annoyance, or sym-
pathetically, anxiously ... Our words, our 
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morning greeting can relax, frighten or de-
light our counterpart ... Do we know how our 
words smell? Which scents are we familiar 
with? Am I aware of the emotional state I am 
in at the moment? What is in my eyes? How do 
I look at the world? As a teenager, one of my 
first poems began with the lines, “The hard 
look affirms me, the hard look destroys me.“ 
Part of me was aware that I was looking at the 
world in a combative way and that this ag-
gressive energy would eventually backfire 
and damage my life. But it was difficult for me 
to see what lay behind my anger and what 
triggered it. Without mindfulness, and an 
understanding of our emotions and states of 
mind, our communication is like flying blind. 
I do not understand my counterpart‘s reac-
tion, analyse her formulations, words or dis-
sect his concepts, although their reaction has 
nothing to do with the “what“ of my words, 

but rather the “how“. Recognising, perceiv-
ing, naming and understanding our feelings 
is a lifelong process, and for many of us prob-
ably one of the most challenging fields of 
meditation practice. It is worth asking your-
self, how do I really feel right now?‘, again and 
again throughout the day. We can learn to 
recognise and patiently observe emotions 
such as anger, fear, and restlessness and thus 
become more and more familiar with them. 
For my personal practice, and for self-reflec-
tion in courses, I work with a simple “emotion 
check“ worksheet that names the central ar-
eas where tension can arise in the mind (see 
diagram 1). I can ask myself: Where am I right 
now, where on this scale have I been during 
the last week, what is my usual state of mind?

As soon a I become aware of my emotions, my 
communication gains a greater depth and 

clarity. If I am aware of the emotions of my 
vis-a-vis, or of a whole group, I can see more 
clearly what is possible or not possible at this 
moment in time. If I am not aware of my own 
emotions, then my communication is rarely 
helpful.

5. Be honest about your own motivation 
for speaking – Don’t fool yourself

What makes me speak? What makes me talk 
about certain topics? And what stops me 
from opening my mouth to speak? What 
makes me avoid certain topics? Exploring 
our own motivation for speaking is very 
challenging. The reasons why we speak or 
don‘t speak are often subtle or hidden. It is 
very important to be honest with ourselves 
about this. It is easy to fool ourselves. Am I re-
ally talking about helping another person or 

Diagram 1: Emotions Check
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am I talking in order to show I am a compas-
sionate? Am I speaking because it is helpful 
to the group, or because I don‘t want to allow 
the person in front of me to take up too much 
time and space? One exercise I find helpful is 
to focus my attention on my tongue before I 
start to speak. This helps me to recognise my 
motivation for speaking more clearly, and 
quite often it makes me laugh at myself and 
close my mouth again. Honesty is liberating. 
“Really?“ “So that was the reason? That‘s the 
energy you wanted to speak with?“ Better 
keep quiet then ... 

6. Freshen up our speech –  
keep our speech fresh

If we are not careful, as the years go by our 
speech loses its vitality. It becomes like an old 
record collection full of stories, anecdotes, 
opinions, even practical experiences from re-
treats long ago.... And we start to repeat all 
this in our conversations and share it in vari-
ations with those around us. Many years ago 
I heard a talk by Brother Thay Phap Ung at 
Plum Village called “Life is no repetition“. He 
repeated the sentence “Life is no repetition“ 
at least 15 times during the talk. There is no 
repetition. Nothing repeats itself. Every situ-
ation is unique. Every step is unique. And ev-
ery word too. Intellectually we may find this 
easy to understand, but in everyday life it 
isn’t so easy. We cling to the illusion that 
things constantly repeat themselves in iden-
tical form. We need to be reminded that this 
isn‘t so.

Recently, after a long break due to corona,  
I gave a series of five introductory courses on 
mindfulness. Five one-day seminars for 
those new to meditation. Five times the same 
exercises, five times the same thematic mate-
rial, and yet each group was special in its own 
way, and the communication in the individu-
al groups was also significantly different. 
Each group had a basic energy that changed 
throughout the day. Depending on the indi-
vidual contributions, the weather outside, 
the presence or absence of managers, lunch 
and many intangible factors. And as the 
course leader I also played an important role. 
How relaxed was I, how openly could I share, 
did I understand what was on the minds of 
the individuals and the group as a whole? 
What effect did my input have? In each group 
there were particular examples, stories or ex-

ercises, which elicited an intense or positive 
response, which triggered great amusement, 
a nodding of heads on all sides, or a deep si-
lence.... When I came to the same topic with a 
new group the next day sometimes the stories 
that had worked well the previous day would 
come to mind. But if I shared a particularly 
“good story“, I could be all but sure that the 
current group would react much less posi-
tively or at least quite differently, to this “re-
cord“ in my collection. The story was not con-
nected to the current situation, it belonged to 
the past and was therefore less vivid than the 
day before. I am trying to trust more and 
more in what my store consciousness offers 
me in a particular moment, and not in what 
worked so wonderfully in the past. “Life is no 
repetition.“

When we sit in a circle and introduce our-
selves one by one, as our turn approaches we 
are often busy preparing our little talk. We 
do not listen to what the others are saying, we 
are not aware how the words of the others af-
fect us. Not infrequently we are caught up in 
our own parallel talk. And when our turn ar-
rives what we say sounds a little flat, as if 
learned by heart and not connected with our 

surroundings. Which is not surprising, be-
cause we were not connected to the others 
while they were sharing. If, on the other hand, 
while listening, we direct our attention to our 
breath, if we allow the inner buses that invite 
us to hop on to pass, an aliveness emerges, a 
stillness from which words can rise without 
effort or strain, words that can also truly ex-
press our living reality. Trusting in this si-
lence has become one of my most important 
practices. I remember a presentation of the 
third Mindfulness Training on true love and 
right sexuality in Berlin. Thay had previous-
ly given a Dharma talk on mindfulness in ev-
eryday life to about 500 people. Now the same 
group listened to my words with attentive, 
deep mindfulness. Speaking on the subject of 
love and sexuality in front of so many people 
is not without its delicacies. I had the wonder-
ful experience of being able to trust my store 
consciousness, to share from the heart with-
out violating the integrity and intimacy of my 
relationship with myself and my wife. I spoke 
as the situation inspired me to speak, from 
my experience and without fear. I will never 
forget this deep connection in communica-
tion with a large group and it gave me a lot of 
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confidence in the practice of sharing from the 
heart, non-repetition, and not knowing.

7. Talk about our own shadow

One of the greatest traps that our language, 
our speech, can lead us into, is to stop talking 
about our own shadow, to stop sharing with 
others about our own imperfections. The rea-
sons for this are manifold. Perhaps we have 
really overcome a particular suffering, freed 
ourselves from a tormenting habit energy 
and through deep understanding trans-
formed our suffering into noble suffering. 
There is nothing more to report ... Our si-
lence may also have other reasons. Perhaps 
we now lead a Sangha, have been ordained 
into an Order or as a Dharma teacher. We 
have been given trust and responsibility, and 
we want to act wholesomely for ourselves 
and others, to be an example. And at the same 

time, we continue to be imperfect, and the old 
ghosts continue to haunt us, if perhaps with 
less strength. Or habits that we thought we 
had overcome break out again powerfully 
and agonisingly. We feel ashamed. And we 
begin to hide these unloved parts of our-
selves. How exhausting and how separating!

The Network for Mindful Business has devel-
oped a series of contemplations to help us 
communicate. Two of them are: “Create ritu-
als of communication for yourself which pro-
vide time and space for deeper understand-
ing, repentance and expressions of hurt“ and 
“May I learn to smile at my imperfections.“  

The demands we place on ourselves, the high 
standards we set ourselves, can become one 
of the biggest obstacles to our practice, stop-
ping our development and preventing deep-
er contact with ourselves and others. Talking 

about our shadow does not mean constantly 
talking about our shortcomings. No, it is 
equally important to celebrate what has been 
transformed, healed or the growing talent for 
joy and contentment.... But it is wise to always 
leave a little space for the suffering in our joy, 
without this balance, we run the risk of fool-
ing ourselves in the longer term. The follow-
ing formula helps me to keep a balance: Light-
ness and depth. The smile that looks at the 
pain. And the other way round. If both are 
present, then I am confident of being in good 
contact with myself and others.

8. Giving up your own, small,  
apparent security

When I read the 9th Mindfulness Training, I 
almost always stumble over the following 
sentence: “We will do our best to speak out 
about situations of injustice, even when do-
ing so may make difficulties for us or threat-
en our safety.“ 

This sentence seems very big to me. Almost 
too big for my small life. Where are these 
threats to my security here in peaceful Ger-
many where I have grown up with the securi-
ty of numerous basic rights. I try to under-
stand this powerful sentence by saying that 
Thay and the Sangha lived and worked under 
completely different external conditions. In 
Vietnam, in a time of war, in exile, so their 
words and deeds had a very different existen-
tial impact on their personal security and the 
security of others. But I don‘t live in Vietnam, 
I don‘t live in China, I don‘t live in Myanmar, 
I don‘t live in Saudi Arabia, so how can I prac-
tise?  

I take the following approach: security, or 
what I perceive as security, is relative, which 
means we can also practise this great exercise 
in smaller ways. If I avoid conflict, if I don‘t 
address unpleasant things, then I don‘t want 
to endanger my tiny comfort zone of peace 
through conflict or contradiction. What are 
these small threats to my everyday life? Are 
they situations where I am afraid of losing my 
security? When I don‘t point out that we don‘t 
want to interrupt each other in a meeting? 
When I don‘t tell my children that the rubbish 
should be taken out? If I hold back my opinion 
because I‘m afraid of being judged by others? 
When I don‘t clarify things that are unpleas-
ant to me and instead put them off? Not today, 
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maybe tomorrow or maybe rather the day af-
ter tomorrow .... If I relate this big sentence to 
the many small (un)certainties of my every-
day life, then it challenges me to recognise my 
comfort zones, to leave them, and to face all 
the unpleasant feelings that come with doing 
so. I may also touch an inner indifference, an 
unwillingness to engage more deeply. Often I 
also touch my fear. And it is this fear that 
blocks so much meaningful change in our af-
fluent societies. It is perhaps less the fear of 
making my opinion public at a demonstra-
tion, and more the fear of falling out of a 
group to which we feel we belong or identify 
with. Or we are afraid that our own image 
will be damaged. And so we remain silent. We 
need training to speak out about what is un-
pleasant. Even in our Sangha. Especially in 
our Sangha. Harmony must not mean that the 
unpleasant remains unspoken. Facing and 
expressing our fear of separation and loss is 
a powerful gateway to liberation.

9. Pay attention to how long we speak for

Here is one other point that perhaps doesn’t 
seem quite as important when compared to 
the other dimensions of communication: the 
extent, how long I speak for. 

How long do I speak for? How much space do 
I take up? Be it in a meeting, be it in a Dharma 
sharing, be it in a zoom conference. Due to the 
increasing extent our communication has be-
come virtual, many of us now spend many 
hours a day sitting in front of a computer. Not 
only during work, but also for meditation.  
Interestingly, the most exhausting hours I 
have spent with the computer have not been 
in professional work sessions, but in poorly 
moderated Dharma sharing sessions, where 
individual contributions lasted too long and 
no one had the courage to ask the participant 
to discipline his or her time. 

Our concentration span in front of the com-
puter is shorter than in real life. In the virtu-
al world, we need to develop a mindfulness in 
relation to our personal speaking time. And 
we need facilitators who decisively, with clar-
ity and benevolent bells, lovingly remind 
long-talkers that others also still want to 
share and ask them to come to an end. Thay 
liked to remind us before a question and an-
swer session that a good question doesn‘t 
have to be long. When it comes to Dharma 

talks, I too tend to talk too long. Apparently, 
an old belief is powerful in me: “More is 
more.“ And that‘s why my practice has be-
come: reduce, reduce, reduce. Set myself a 
timer. Omit what I‘ve prepared. Not thinking 
that I have to present a topic in its entirety. 
And that I don‘t have to share everything I 
could say and that I think is important on a 
topic in one day or in one lecture. Courage to 
be incomplete. Or as an American friend put 
it: “friendly time-boxing“.

10. Be and remain kind  

The 9th Mindfulness Training gives us an 
ideal of loving and sincere communication - 
with ourselves and others. That is wonderful. 
But often, unintentionally or unconsciously, 
something constantly goes wrong in the field 
of speaking and listening. We can confuse, 

accuse, hurt, listen badly, dominate, mock, in-
timidate, beat around the bush, keep some-
thing quiet, explode or not find the right 
words. And at the same time, our words can 
comfort, encourage, clarify, delight, recon-
cile, illuminate, inspire and awaken under-
standing. Our speech is darkness and light - 
and we can easily and quickly tip from one 
into the other. And it is not only our words 
that we constantly send out into the world. 
We communicate with our bodies, our 
thoughts, our emotions and the contents of 
our consciousness. We are always on the air, 
even with our mouths closed.

This brings us back to the beginning of our 
exercise, to GGW, to genuine goodwill. May 
we be kind to ourselves. May we whisper 
with a smile to our inner judge and commen-
tator: “Please read the 9th Mindfulness Train-
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ing for yourself and then come back after-
wards, it‘s interesting ...“. We are all 
practitioners with a whole bouquet of imper-
fections, moving through a web of relation-
ships, constantly encountering other imper-
fections. May we smile at all these 
imperfections. Again and again. We can be 
grateful that we have found a path of practice 
that allows us to patiently evolve, and a Sang-
ha with whom we can practise together in this 
vast subject area. And maybe then, step by 
step, we can send more and more beautiful 
messages into the world, with or without 
words. May we all support each other in this 
wonderful process of practice. And I would 
like to conclude with a line from a song by Jo-
seph Emet: “There‘s honey in your eyes, when 
you look without hunger.“

Collected and compiled by  
Dr. Kai Romhardt 
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1. Before you begin to speak, bring your body 
and mind together by mindfully breathing in 
and out. 

2. Be aware of how you speak your words. 
The emotions that accompany your words of-
ten have more effect than the words them-
selves. 

3. When you listen, focus some part of your 
attention on your breath to help you keep 
body and mind together. 

4. Be aware of the parallel talk going on  
inside you.

  

5. Deep listening hears through and beyond 
words, and is nurtured by mindfulness.

6. Observe what happens inside you when 
you leave the path of truth. Be it through con-
cealment of information, exaggeration, small 
fibs or full-blown lies. Observe what 
thoughts, emotions and motivations are con-
nected to your untruths..

7. Accept that your thoughts are part of your 
inner and outer communication. Negative 
and positive thoughts about yourself and oth-
ers are not ineffective, but have a powerful 
effect on relationships.

      Tips for Mindful Communication    

8. Be aware of the true motivation of your 
words and do not deceive yourself.

9. Recognise your deep-seated habits in the 
field of communication. 

10. Learn to speak from the heart and ex-
press your truth.

11. Find a community that practises and 
cultivates supportive and mindful com-
munication.

12. Create rituals of communication where 
there is space and time for deeper under-
standing, remorse and expressions of 
hurt.

13. Tell others of the positive, valuable, 
beautiful things you see in them. Nurture 
and water the positive seeds you see in oth-
ers.

14. Make friends with silence. Practice reg-
ular periods of silence. Invite in both inner 
and outer silence.

15. Do not lose sight of the other person 
when speaking. Do not get lost in your own 
words.

16. Be aware of the time frame you have avail-
able. Do not take time away from others.

17. Try to simplify your language. Be aware of 
attempts to add something extra to your lan-
guage. 

18. Consider whether it needs an answer and 
many words. Sometimes silence or a smile is 
the perfect response.

19. When together, in conversations or meet-
ings, allow rooom for pauses or silence. See 
how you can cultivate afresh collective mind-
fulness in speaking and listening over and 
again.

Collected and compiled by  
Dr. Kai Romhardt for the network Mindful 
Economy 
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The first mindfulness training: Reverence for life 
The second mindfulness training: True happiness  
The third mindfulness training: True love 
The fourth mindfulness training: Loving speech and deep listening 
The fifth mindfulness training: Nourishment and Healing

These texts were the living content of an online retreat at EIAB in the spring of 2021.

The Five Mindfulness Trainings
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Aware of the suffering caused by the destruction of life, I am committed to cultivating the insight of interbe-
ing and compassion and learning ways to protect the lives of people, animals, plants, and minerals. I am 
determined not to kill, not to let others kill, and not to support any act of killing in the world, in my thinking, 
or in my way of life. Seeing that harmful actions arise from anger, fear, greed, and intolerance, which in turn 
come from dualistic and discriminative thinking, I will cultivate openness, non-discrimination, and non-at-
tachment to views in order to transform violence, fanaticism, and dogmatism in myself and in the world.

The First Mindfulness Training  
Reverence for Life 

Back then, when our daughter was still a 
young girl, I bought two rabbits from the 
City-Centre-Shopping Mall Chorweiler in Co-
logne to ‘save’ them, as I thought at the time. 
Pünktchen and Antoline were going to have 
it good with us ..., better than anywhere else, 
together with the two guinea pigs, Mika and 
Schnuffi, whom we had taken into our family 
some time beforehand. They would also have 
it good. I spent a lot of love and time looking 
after the animals on our balcony, a spacious 
outdoor enclosure that served as their ‘cage’, 
and gave the guinea pigs and rabbits enough 
space to keep out of each other‘s way, as they 
both prefer the company of their own spe-
cies. A few years later, they were followed by 
a dog - Momo - a Labradoodle, whom I used as 
a facility dog in my work with children in the 
forest kindergarten. We then moved the rab-
bits and guinea pigs downstairs into the gar-
den, where they also had a large enclosure, to 
keep them safe.

During this time work became very stressful, 
and I was under a lot of pressure. At times, I 
didn‘t even know where to begin in order to 
get the day‘s work done. Pünktchen and An-
toline, Mika and Schnuffi, were now in the 
garden, and due to the distance between us 
we no longer had direct contact. When I was 
upstairs in the flat and heard the guinea pigs 
squealing below, I knew it was high time to 
feed them again. Yes - I began to neglect the 
animals. 

First the guinea pigs died of an undefined ill-
ness, and a few months later the rabbits due 
to martens, or had it been rats (?), who had 

taken over the enclosure in the bitterly cold 
winter. I knew very well that I had not really 
been present for these four creatures. My life 
at that time was characterised by lack of time, 
stress and overwork, accompanied by feel-
ings of guilt and great shame. 

This extremely stressful time finally culmi-
nated in the death of my beloved facility dog, 
who became ill with a sudden acute intestinal 
obstruction and said farewell to his and our 
lives within six hours. Only a few weeks be-
fore, after ten hours of non-stop work, I had 
looked down at him from my computer and 
said: “... If I carry on like this, one of us is go-
ing to get sick ...“ It was already clear to me 
then that the stress of helping to build up a 
new large day-care centre, accumulating 500 
hours of overtime (within a year), night shifts 
and ignoring my physical and emotional 
needs was overwhelming me. Not only was I 
not caring for the animals I was responsible 
for, but also not taking care of myself – Mar-
tina, a human being. I quit my job with the de-
sire to change my life fundamentally. Twen-
ty-seven days before my last day at work, my 
beloved dog Momo passed from this earth. He 
had given his life to fulfil his task in the kin-
dergarten. I looked at all the pressure he had 
carried together with me, this unfathomable 
pressure. 

I still carry Momo, Pünktchen, Antoline, 
Mika and Schnuffi in my heart. Even today, 
five years later, they hold up such an import-
ant (and radical) mirror in front of me. In this 
mirror I see myself as Martina, who had been 
so extremely exploitative towards herself, 

and lacking awareness of her own needs, e.g. 
the need for regular sleep and food. 

But what does this mean in the here and now? 

In response to the first of the Five Mindful-
ness Trainings, “Reverence for Life“, I want to 
learn to live more in tune with myself. Even 
today, I still recognise how trapped I am in my 
habit energies, how a familiar, powerful 
force inside me is calling out, driving me on 
to work a lot, push ahead with projects, and 
do good. 

In the Sangha in Bach, where we gather in the 
evening at 7 pm, I walk slowly - step by step. 
Breathing in, I touch the earth - breathing out, 
I am grateful for my life and this beautiful 
creation - the bell, Antana, is invited and re-
minds us of what is important.  

I sit and breathe – that’s all - at sunrise out-
side on the terrace, listening to the waking 
calls of the birds that fill the entire Burgbach 
Valley with their colourful voices; I go togeth-
er with Annette to morning meditation. 

I practise stopping again and again to ob-
serve my feelings and needs, to learn to un-
derstand them even better. My family and the 
Bach community help me with this. 

I walk through nature to get in touch with the 
living beauty - with the beauty and aliveness 
within me too. 

I practise going where there is joy! Joy with 
my new dog, Milou, looking at the starry sky 
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Back then, when our daughter was still a 
young girl, I bought two rabbits from the 
City-Centre-Shopping Mall Chorweiler in Co-
logne to ‘save’ them, as I thought at the time. 
Pünktchen and Antoline were going to have 
it good with us ..., better than anywhere else, 
together with the two guinea pigs, Mika and 
Schnuffi, whom we had taken into our family 
some time beforehand. They would also have 
it good. I spent a lot of love and time looking 
after the animals on our balcony, a spacious 
outdoor enclosure that served as their ‘cage’, 
and gave the guinea pigs and rabbits enough 
space to keep out of each other‘s way, as they 
both prefer the company of their own spe-
cies. A few years later, they were followed by 
a dog - Momo - a Labradoodle, whom I used as 
a facility dog in my work with children in the 
forest kindergarten. We then moved the rab-
bits and guinea pigs downstairs into the gar-
den, where they also had a large enclosure, to 
keep them safe.

During this time work became very stressful, 
and I was under a lot of pressure. At times, I 
didn‘t even know where to begin in order to 
get the day‘s work done. Pünktchen and An-
toline, Mika and Schnuffi, were now in the 
garden, and due to the distance between us 
we no longer had direct contact. When I was 
upstairs in the flat and heard the guinea pigs 
squealing below, I knew it was high time to 
feed them again. Yes - I began to neglect the 
animals. 

First the guinea pigs died of an undefined ill-
ness, and a few months later the rabbits due 
to martens, or had it been rats (?), who had 
taken over the enclosure in the bitterly cold 
winter. I knew very well that I had not really 
been present for these four creatures. My life 
at that time was characterised by lack of time, 
stress and overwork, accompanied by feel-
ings of guilt and great shame. 

This extremely stressful time finally culmi-
nated in the death of my beloved facility dog, 
who became ill with a sudden acute intestinal 
obstruction and said farewell to his and our 
lives within six hours. Only a few weeks be-
fore, after ten hours of non-stop work, I had 
looked down at him from my computer and 
said: “... If I carry on like this, one of us is go-
ing to get sick ...“ It was already clear to me 
then that the stress of helping to build up a 
new large day-care centre, accumulating 500 

hours of overtime (within a year), night shifts 
and ignoring my physical and emotional 
needs was overwhelming me. Not only was I 
not caring for the animals I was responsible 
for, but also not taking care of myself – Mar-
tina, a human being. I quit my job with the de-
sire to change my life fundamentally. Twen-
ty-seven days before my last day at work, my 
beloved dog Momo passed from this earth. He 
had given his life to fulfil his task in the kin-
dergarten. I looked at all the pressure he had 
carried together with me, this unfathomable 
pressure. 

I still carry Momo, Pünktchen, Antoline, 
Mika and Schnuffi in my heart. Even today, 
five years later, they hold up such an import-
ant (and radical) mirror in front of me. In this 
mirror I see myself as Martina, who had been 
so extremely exploitative towards herself, 
and lacking awareness of her own needs, e.g. 
the need for regular sleep and food. 

But what does this mean in the here and now? 

In response to the first of the Five Mindful-
ness Trainings, “Reverence for Life“, I want to 
learn to live more in tune with myself. Even 
today, I still recognise how trapped I am in my 
habit energies, how a familiar, powerful 
force inside me is calling out, driving me on 
to work a lot, push ahead with projects, and 
do good. 

In the Sangha in Bach, where we gather in the 
evening at 7 pm, I walk slowly - step by step. 
Breathing in, I touch the earth - breathing out, 
I am grateful for my life and this beautiful 
creation - the bell, Antana, is invited and re-
minds us of what is important.  

I sit and breathe – that’s all - at sunrise out-
side on the terrace, listening to the waking 
calls of the birds that fill the entire Burgbach 
Valley with their colourful voices; I go togeth-
er with Annette to morning meditation. 

I practise stopping again and again to ob-
serve my feelings and needs, to learn to un-
derstand them even better. My family and the 
Bach community help me with this. 

I walk through nature to get in touch with the 
living beauty - with the beauty and aliveness 
within me too. 

I practise going where there is joy! Joy with 
my new dog, Milou, looking at the starry sky 
together with him, and listening to the si-
lence. 

I practise setting limits, no matter how in-
spiring the projects and ideas that call out to 
entice me!

Another aspect that I associate with the First 
Mindfulness Training - is the practice of for-
giveness. My guilt about the animals I had ne-
glected was enormous. At this point, it is so 
important to practice self-compassion and ac-
knowledge the good intentions I originally 
had when I brought the five animals into my 
life, as well as accepting I did my best for 
them within the limits of what was possible. 

There is no guilt! 

Breathing in - I love and appreciate myself as 
I am.

Breathing out, I embrace the distress, which 
I felt so often when I was overworked. 

Breathing in, I look at myself with the eyes of 
compassion. 

Breathing out, I embrace the little girl of five 
who took on so much responsibility at such a 
young age. 

Breathing in, I look at my longing to do good 
in this world.

Breathing out, I recognise in myself the deep 
need for recognition and belonging. 

Breathing in, I look at my desire to take re-
sponsibility for the world I live in.

Breathing out, I embrace my own need for 
protection and security. 

Something magical happens: 

Loving spaces for me - create new heart spac-
es for others.

Martina Schaab
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Aware of the suffering caused by exploitation, social injustice, stealing, and oppression, I am committed to 
practicing generosity in my thinking, speak-ing, and acting. I am determined not to steal and not to possess 
anything that should belong to others; and I will share my time, energy, and material resources with those 
who are in need. I will practice looking deeply to see that the happiness and suffering of others are not 
separate from my own happiness and suffering; that true happiness is not possible without under-standing 
and compassion; and that running after wealth, fame, power and sensual pleasures can bring much suffering 
and despair. I am aware that happiness depends on my mental attitude and not on external conditions, and 
that I can live happily in the present moment simply by remembering that I already have more than enough 
conditions to be happy. I am commit-ted to practicing Right Livelihood so that I can help reduce the 
suffering of living beings on Earth and stop contributing to climate change.

The Second Mindfulness Training 
True Happiness 

My practice with the second Mindfulness 
Training, True Happiness:

What is true happiness?

In a world focused on status, we are offered 
many things that promise us ‚true happiness‘, 
be it through advertising, work or in social 
groups. If we can achieve, own or embody 
what is on offer then we are promised status, 
belonging, power, fame and honour. It feeds 
our narcissism and reward system.

Very early in my medical career, as a child 
and adolescent psychiatrist, I was offered a 
senior position. A flattering offer to be sure, 
but somehow something inside me didn’t feel 
comfortable. Maybe it was the inkling of 
wanting to start a family without knowing 
with whom, or maybe I didn‘t want to work so 
much that I had almost no time for myself, or 
maybe I didn‘t want to get on the career car-
ousel.

I don‘t know. I turned it down. This very 
quickly proved to be the end of the recogni-
tion I received in the clinic. I had decided 
against what was regarded as very attractive 
career, something that was not acceptable.

Something stirred in me, perhaps a feeling of 
true happiness. After almost 20 years of 
practising in the tradition of Thich Nhat 
Hanh, I can now feel a sense of true happi-

ness. A happiness that nourishes me, that is 
not only related to me, but connected to ev-
erything.

It is something very physical, which I feel 
during sitting, walking or working medita-
tion.

My body feels calm, I rest in it, the breath 
flows easily and deeply, and my thoughts and 
feelings fill my heart space with warmth. I 
feel a sense of connection that goes far be-
yond me.

This state of being has become the reference 
point to decide if an offer or a task really is 
connected to my true happiness. To decide, I 
need to stop, pause, breathe deeply and come 
back to my body.

Contact with the earth and nature helps me to 
find and feel this clarity. I put my hands on a 
tree, practice walking meditation or dip into 
in a small lake nearby. Then, when I have 
achieved the feeling of true happiness, really 
feel it in my body, I can look at the possibili-
ties before me or the choices I have just made 
in my mind, and feel if they are compatible 
with this true happiness in me. That helps me 
a lot.

Another aspect of the second Mindfulness 
Training is deep understanding: My happi-
ness is not independent of the happiness of 

others. For me, this means primarily: I need 
to understand what makes another person, 
group or nation happy and what does not, 
without judgement or condescension.

We often judge or evaluate certain things 
about people or situations as negative be-
cause we actually feel or sense these parts in 
ourselves, do not want to admit them, are 
afraid of them or ascribe them to other mo-
tives.

True happiness for me means accepting all 
the different parts of myself, so that I do not 
reject them in others and my rejection does 
not prevent others from being truly happy.

The poem by Thay - “Please Call Me by my 
True Names“ - is the key to this for me:

‘I am a frog swimming happily/in the clear 
water of a pond./And I am the grass-snake/
that silently feeds itself on the frog./I am the 
child in Uganda, all skin and bones,/my legs 
as thin as bamboo sticks./And I am the arms 
merchant,/selling deadly weapons to Ugan-
da.’

I have all these sides in me and understand-
ing this helps to open the doors of my heart.

True happiness arises in me and in others, 
because my heart is open for him, for her and 
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for it. When I accept what is in myself, I don‘t 
have to reject anything outside myself.

There is a song with the same title as the 
poem, and I sing it often. It reminds me to 
keep the doors of my heart open for shared 
happiness with all living beings. I can only be 
truly happy when others are too. So true hap-

piness for me involves the constant effort to 
come into contact, to share, reflect and look 
deeply into my own suffering so as to project 
it less and less onto others.

These two aspects of the Second Mindfulness 
Training are existential in nature for me. Ul-
timately, for me true happiness means not be-

ing separate, interbeing and deep compas-
sion with myself and others: people, animals, 
the natural world and the cosmos.

Dr. Elke Marx-Ottmüller

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

The third Mindfulness Training 
True Love 

The third Mindfulness Training addresses 
the subject of sexual misconduct.

Due to my Christian upbringing in my child-
hood and youth, I decided early on that I 
would only have sex when I was in a commit-
ted relationship with a woman with whom I 
could imagine raising a child, and the cir-
cumstances of my life allowed this.

Nevertheless, I also felt strong sexual energy 
inside me. From talking confidentially with 
other men, I can say that we all agreed that 
this sexual energy, this desire, is strong, 
burning, painful and usually not a nice feel-
ing. It can be an agonising feeling that lasts 
for days. Just like other negative feelings like 
hatred or anger that sometimes rise up in-
side us and then take over completely.

Thay has taught us how to deal with difficult 
feelings. They lie dormant with all the other 
feelings in our store consciousness. When 
they are watered, they rise into conscious-
ness. At first they are small, but then spread 

and eventually fill the whole of our con-
sciousness, and come to dominate us. This is 
exactly the point when the danger of sexual 
misconduct arises.

Our practice is to notice when seeds such as 
anger, hatred or sexual energy are watered 
and begin to manifest. If we then invite in the 
energy of mindfulness, and lovingly embrace 
the negative energy, then it can withdraw be-
fore it takes over for hours or days, and we 
cause harm to ourselves or others.

This is where mindfulness can help us:

1. To recognise when a feeling has been trig-
gered and is beginning to manifest.

2. To remember at that moment to invite 
mindfulness in to help us.

3. Recognise what touched and triggered the 
feeling in order to avoid this trigger in fu-
ture.

Like everything in life it takes practice. At the 
beginning, I‘m sure I didn‘t manage it that 
way in more than 90 percent of the cases. It‘s 
like running a marathon. If you want to run a 
good time, good intentions are not enough, 
no matter how firm your resolve is to run a 
good time, it won‘t happen without practice. 
In my experience, it‘s the same with mindful-
ness. We need to practice constantly if we 
want to have strong, consistent mindfulness. 
One (running) practice session every fort-
night is not enough. After practising alone 
for a while, I realised I wasn‘t getting any-
where on my own, so I joined a sangha, the 
mindfulness running group, so to speak. This 
helps me to practise even when I don‘t feel 
like it and my discipline is weak. Over the 
years, the practice has helped me turn the 
idea of mindfulness into applied mindfulness 
and to lovingly accept myself when things 
still don‘t always work out quite as they 
should.

Jürgen Kranz
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Aware of the suffering caused by unmindful speech and the inability to listen to others, I am committed to 
cultivating loving speech and compassionate listening in order to relieve suffering and to promote reconcili-
ation and peace in myself and among other people, ethnic and religious groups, and nations. Knowing that 
words can create happiness or suffering, I am committed to speaking truthfully using words that inspire 
confidence, joy, and hope. When anger is manifesting in me, I am determined not to speak. I will practice 
mindful breathing and walking in order to recognize and to look deeply into my anger. I know that the roots 
of anger can be found in my wrong perceptions and lack of understanding of the suffering in myself and in 
the other person. I will speak and listen in a way that can help myself and the other person to transform 
suffering and see the way out of difficult situations. I am determined not to spread news that I do not know 
to be certain and not to utter words that can cause division or discord. I will practice Right Diligence to 
nourish my capacity for understanding, love, joy, and inclusiveness, and gradually transform anger, violence, 
and fear that lie deep in my consciousness.

The fourth Mindfulness Training  
Loving Speech and Deep Listening 

Difficulties with practising the Training ‘Lov-
ing Speech and Deep Listening’

As someone with a latin temperament, the 
4th Mindfulness Training about loving 
speech was something of a hurdle at the be-
ginning. My family and social conditioning 
was characterised by strong emotional ex-
pression: joy, anger, sadness, everything was 
acted out dramatically from childhood on-
wards. During puberty, I wanted to distance 
myself from this and tried to appear ‘cool’ and 
relaxed to the outside world. I realised early 
on that talking and acting emotionally in my 
dealings with others ultimately caused me a 
lot of pain.

At that time it was normal in my culture to re-
spond to verbal attacks with verbal attacks. 
Very early on I felt that this way was painful 
not only for others but also for me: like a boo-
merang, the pain I had inflicted came hur-
tling back at me.

Today I know that the anger, the hurt and the 
inability to speak and listen lovingly stem 
from the collective post-war suffering: vio-
lent teachers and parents were the norm at 
that time. This potential for violence in 
speech and action is to be found in all of us, 
and we had no positive role models to coun-
teract it.

Deep listening is also an exercise that re-
quires a lot of practice. Everyone knows how 
a conversation goes: I listen and am deter-
mined to remain completely focused on the 
person who is speaking, just listen. Soon I no-
tice that my mind is occupied with the answer 
I want to give. I also notice that I am being di-
verted by judgemental/critical thoughts.

The Practice and the Solutions for 
Overcoming Habit Energies:

The phrase “I am committed ...“, this oft-re-
peated appeal by Thay to our sense of respon-
sibility and constant desire to change our-
selves, has resonated with me for a long time, 
and runs through the mindfulness trainings 
… 

The awareness of what is going on inside me 
in this very moment develops through medi-
tation, in this patient observation of the mer-
ry-go-round of thoughts and feelings. Notic-
ing them and lovingly letting them be as they 
are, letting them go without judgement, usu-
ally helps me to become calm and free.

I am committed not to react and simply leave 
the room when emotions are boiling up in-
side me.

I now know that the best way to show love or 
friendship to others is to listen deeply and 
speak (or not speak!) lovingly. 

When excitement and emotions are too 
strong, walking meditation is also a wonder-
ful practice to calm me, and works very well 
as it brings the body in motion. 

In everyday life, the habit energies within us 
are usually quick to react. Slow walking acts 
like a gentle ‘brake’ on the body and with time 
extends to the mind too.

Maria Vinuesa
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Aware of the suffering caused by unmindful consumption, I am committed to cultivating good health, both 
physical and mental, for myself, my family, and my society by practicing mindful eating, drinking, and consum-
ing. I will practice looking deeply into how I consume the Four Kinds of Nutriments, namely edible foods, 
sense impressions, volition, and consciousness. I am determined not to gamble, or to use alcohol, drugs, or 
any other products which contain toxins, such as certain websites, electronic games, TV programs, films, 
magazines, books, and conversations. I will practice coming back to the present moment to be in touch with 
the refreshing, healing and nourishing elements in me and around me, not letting regrets and sorrow drag 
me back into the past nor letting anxieties, fear, or craving pull me out of the present moment. I am deter-
mined not to try to cover up loneliness, anxiety, or other suffering by losing myself in consumption. I will con-
template interbeing and consume in a way that preserves peace, joy, and well-being in my body and con-
sciousness, and in the collective body and consciousness of my family, my society and the Earth.

The Fifth Mindfulness Training  
Nourishment and Healing

As with all the mindfulness exercises, this 
one also evokes an image of peeling an onion, 
peeling one layer after another throughout 
my life. On reflection, I am struck by just how 
of an effect increased awareness of what I 
consume has had on my happiness.

As I never learned, neither at home nor at 
school, how important it is to take care of 
what my senses let in and my energy house-
hold, early in my youth I was often exhausted. 
Fortunately, as a young adult I met Thich 
Nhat Hanh, and, inspired by his teachings, 
my awareness has grown in many different 
ways, including how habits, such as watching 
films, whose content feeds negative emo-
tions, or even taking part in conversations 
that depress me, had repeatedly sapped my 
strength in my younger years. I realised that 
a regular diet of news had overwhelmed me 
at that stage of life, and even flicking through 
a gossip column could trigger pain about the 
way people were treated. Soon I started to 
pay attention to these daily impressions and 
their effects, and to choose better.

About ten years ago I enjoyed a period of pro-
fessional success in a creative profession. 
But, due to my lack of self-esteem at the time, 
success also triggered a fear of failure in me, 
and I felt constant pressure to do better. Over 
time, this pressure took away my artistic 

freedom and eventually translated into 
chronic pain. To help overcome this, I prac-
tised sitting meditation and regularly attend-
ed retreats. Again and again I heard Thich 
Nhat Hanh talk about how important it is to 
nourish ourselves with what we consume in 
everyday life, and that the little plants we wa-
ter regularly thrive best. Unaware of the 
choices I had in this situation, I continued to 
try to plough ahead and live up to the de-
mands I placed on myself. Then one day I 
heard Thay talk about the same subject again. 
This time I felt like I had been struck by a ray 
of light. He spoke of how we need islands in 
our everyday life that nourish us, and help us 
feel good in the long term, so that we become 
and remain healthy and stable - that‘s more or 
less what I had heard. It made such sense to 
me that a clear picture suddenly appeared be-
fore my mind‘s eye: a daily walk leading over 
green shining islands that strengthen and re-
fresh me, over and over again.

Two weeks later, my partner and I had a con-
versation about it. Walking in the beauty of 
nature, we started dreaming. We went into 
raptures about an everyday life which would 
give us nourishment to strengthen and nur-
ture our souls. We kept on dreaming, with no 
regard for how realistic it was in terms of our 
current situation.

After three hours of enjoyable walking and a 
with a clear and concrete picture of our vi-
sion, we decided that from now on we would 
open ourselves for this change, but without 
longing for trying to force something that in 
any case seemed ungraspable.

Only ten days later, in the most unbelievable 
circumstances, we came across a place almost 
exactly as we had pictured it, and we knew 
what we had to do.

The following years were a time for a lot of re-
charging and strengthening. To begin, I had 
decided to spend a year in Plum Village, and I 
was soon completely healthy again.

I nurtured my heart and senses and nour-
ished myself on many levels. I had freshly 
squeezed juices every day, enjoyed spending 
time with friends and also with animals in na-
ture, did a lot of gardening and made space 
for creative expression.

Again and again I focused my mind on what I 
wanted to bring into the world. I spent a lot of 
time with people practising mindfulness to-
gether, meditating and sharing what moves 
us in our hearts. We were constantly remind-
ed, and given the space, to feel, allow and em-
brace painful feelings when they arose. 
When I left Plum Village, this was a practice I 
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took with me, and it has become a cherished 
habit.

I felt a kind of inner richness, a sense of sta-
bility and being at home. Finally, it felt as 
though these years of wholesome nourish-
ment had created the space to address unre-
solved issues and fears. So I overcame my 
fear of flying to visit my father‘s home coun-
try, and then finally I was ready to become a 
mother. When a few months later our daugh-
ter signalled she was on the way, more chang-
es came our way as we had to leave our be-
loved home and also move to a different place.

When the birth of our daughter, and becom-
ing a father, brought up painful issues from 
the past for my husband and, due to unfortu-
nate circumstances, an old childhood trauma 
was reactivated in me, we soon found our-
selves in a crisis. Our daughter‘s constant ab-
dominal pain and the resulting lack of sleep 
did the rest. I felt crushed by the responsibil-
ity of functioning well as a mother while sup-
porting my partner. I found my thoughts con-
stantly circling round unresolved problems 
and challenges, overwhelmed and worried by 
what sometimes seemed like a hopeless situ-
ation.

When despair finally came, I tried to remem-
ber what I had learned from Thich Nhat Hanh 
and I decided to stick to it as best I could. No 
matter how tired I was, I went for a walk ev-

ery day and took care to eat healthy food. But 
above all, this phase of my life was about pay-
ing attention to what I was feeding my mind 
with. Then one evening I experimented with 
noticing whenever I was getting lost in wor-
ry or hopelessness, and in those moments to 
focus on trust and feed myself with confi-
dence. This proved to be a turning point. 
Once I had experienced that it wasn’t really so 
difficult, and that it also brought much relief 
and strength, I tried as often as I could to fo-
cus my thoughts, and therefore my feelings, 
on what was healing. I hung notes on the 
walls as reminders and spoke with joy about 
what trust means. With time, I succeeded 
more and more and it helped me to slowly re-
cover from my exhaustion and create space 
for healing and a clear mind.

Now our daughter is nine months old, and we 
are happy to show her, as well as our own in-
ner children, the newfound treasures of our 
everyday life. Spring helps us to focus on the 
beauty of new beginnings. I can hardly wait 
to see the many buds, which have waited so 
long to bloom, blossom.

Larissa Mazbouh 
Fragrant earth of the heart
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The first mindfulness training:    Openness 
The second mindfulness training:   Non-attachment to views 
The third mindfulness training:    Freedom of thought 
The fourth mindfulness training:    Awareness of suffering 
The fifth mindfulness training:    Compassionate, healthy living 
The sixth mindfulness training:    Taking care of anger 
The seventh mindfulness training:   Dwelling happily in the present moment 
The eighth mindfulness training:   True community and communication 
The ninth mindfulness training:    Truthful and loving speech 
The tenth mindfulness training:    Protecting and nourishing the Sangha 
The eleventh mindfulness training:   Right Livelihood 
The twelfth mindfulness training:   Reverence for life 
The thirteenth mindfulness training:   Generosity 
The fourteenth mindfulness training:    True Love (for Lay Practitioners)

These texts were the living content of an online retreat at EIAB in the spring of 2021.

The Fourteen Mindfulness Trainings
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Aware of the suffering created by fanaticism and intolerance, we are determined not to be idolatrous about or 
bound to any doctrine, theory, or ideology, even Buddhist ones. We are committed to seeing the Buddhist 
teachings as a guiding means that help us learn to look deeply and develop understanding and compassion. 
They are not doctrines to fight, kill, or die for. We understand that fanaticism in its many forms is the result of 
perceiving things in a dualistic or discriminative manner. We will train ourselves to look at everything with 
openness and the insight of interbeing in order to transform dogmatism and violence in ourselves and the 
world.

The first Mindfulness Training 
Openness

The first thing that came to mind when I 
thought of my practice with the First Mind-
fulness Training was this poem by Thay, 
which has accompanied, inspired and per-
turbed me for many years:

 
Please Call Me By My True Names* 
 
Don’t say that I will depart tomorrow—
even today I am still arriving.  
  
Look deeply: every second I am arriving  
to be a bud on a Spring branch, 
to be a tiny bird, with still-fragile wings, 
learning to sing in my new nest, 
to be a caterpillar in the heart of a flower, 
to be a jewel hiding itself in a stone. 
 
 I still arrive, in order to laugh and to cry, 
to fear and to hope. 
The rhythm of my heart is the birth and 
death of all that is alive. 
 
I am a mayfly metamorphosing 
on the surface of the river 
And I am the bird 
that swoops down to swallow the mayfly. 
 
I am a frog swimming happily 
in the clear water of pond. 
 
And I am the grass-snake 
that silently feeds itself on the frog 
 
I am the child in Uganda, all skin and 
bones, 
my legs as thin as bamboo sticks. 

And I am the arms merchant, 
selling deadly weapons to Uganda. 
 
I am the twelve-year-old girl, 
refugee on a small boat, 
who throws herself into the ocean 
after being raped by a sea pirate. 
 
And I am also the pirate, 
my heart not yet capable 
of seeing and loving. 
 
I am a member of the politburo, 
with plenty of power in my hands. 
And I am the man who has to pay 
his “debt of blood” to my people 
dying slowly in a forced-labour camp. 
 
My joy is like Spring, so warm 
it makes flowers bloom all over the Earth. 
My pain is like a river of tears, 
so vast it fills the four oceans. 
 
Please call me by my true names, 
so I can hear all my cries and laughter at 
once, 
so I can see that my joy and pain are one. 
 
Please call me by my true names, 
so I can wake up 
and the door of my heart 
could be left open, 
the door of compassion.

Are you sure? I like this calligraphy by Thay 
a lot. These days it is frequently quoted. If I’m 
honest, I have often felt very certain in my 
life – too certain. And I have had many deep 

experiences that have shattered this certain-
ty and shown me that my ‘opponents’ are not 
outside of me, but inside. They are part of me. 

The first experience was the Vietnam War, 
which had a deep impact on me as a child and 
teenager. Every evening the news showed 
pictures of the war, of burning children, of 
napalm-burned villages. The first wages I 
earned as an apprentice, I donated to the Na-
tional Liberation Front, the Vietcong, at the 
local city hall. And I was sure: if the NLF was 
victorious, the dictatorial South Vietnamese 
government overthrown and the evil Ameri-
cans driven out of Vietnam, then peace and 
freedom would return. This was a mistake, as 
became clear soon after the victory of the 
Vietcong and their North Vietnamese allies 
in 1975. Re-education camps, thousands of 
desperate boat people, more and more news 
of the oppression of dissidents made me 
doubt. In the last few years, I have made three 
trips to Vietnam in Thay‘s footsteps with the 
Dharma teacher Trish Thompson, and have 
met American veterans on these same trips. 
As young marines, they fought for freedom 
and against communism, as their govern-
ment told them to. Voluntarily or conscript-
ed, they went to war, 17, 18 years old, about the 
same age as I was then, when my enthusiasm 
for the liberation struggle of the Vietnamese 
people made me so sure that I was on the right 
side. These veterans I met were thoughtful, 
sympathetic, deeply human American men. 
Most were also Order of Interbeing brothers.  

In the struggle for squatting rights in 
Freiburg, I was again very sure of myself. I 
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hated the police who beat us up at demonstra-
tions that - from my point of view - were com-
pletely peaceful. Several friends of mine had 
their arms or legs broken with the batons of 
the special task force ‘pigs’. Then some time 
later, at a self-awareness seminar, I was with 
a group of ten people for a week of intense 
personal encounters. One of them I particu-
larly liked - a young man, long-haired, hu-
morous, very empathetic. In the course of the 
week we got to know what he did for a living: 
he was in the police, in a special undercover 
unit that investigates and spies on demon-
strators. It pulled the rug out from under me. 
He had simply taken a few different turns in 
his life than I had.

I would like to share one last experience – al-
though I could name many others that led me 
to experience the truth of Thay‘s poem in 
ways that were at times painful and shaming. 
Among other things, I am committed to ani-
mal welfare and am against factory farming. 
I eat vegetarian and find the images of slaugh-
terhouses and the reports that one sees and 
reads again and again unbearable. With our 

Sangha I have already organised several 
mindfulness days with animals and also giv-
en a retreat on ‘Mindfulness with Animals’ at 
the EIAB with Marco Stromberg and Anna-
belle Zinser. Again, I am very sure about this. 
However, my brother-in-law, whom I hold in 
very high regard, is the managing director of 
the Pig Breeders Association. When he was 
younger he studied agricultural science be-
cause he wanted to create a better world. In 
his Association he represents the initiative 
for animal welfare, is a convinced advocate of 
smallholder farming and does not in any way 
fit into my image of the ‘enemy’. If I had made 
other career decisions, which would have 
shaped me differently, I could well be in his 
place now.

‘What do you do when practising the First 
Mindfulness Training pulls the rug out from 
under your feet?’ asked one participant at the 
end of the moving first evening of the course. 
This question resonated in me throughout 
the night and the next day. My answer is that 
of the poet Mascha Kaléko. She said. “I chose 
love to be my homeland.“

Dr. Uli Pfeifer-Schaupp, True Deep Meaning, is a 
social scientist and Emeritus Professor at the 
Evang. Hochschule in Freiburg. He practises with 
the Sangha in Freiburg. 
 
* from: Thich Nhat Hanh, Call Me By My True 
Names, The Collected Poems of Thich Nhat Hanh, 
Parallax Press, 2001

Aware of the suffering created by attachment to views and wrong perceptions, we are determined to avoid be-
ing narrow-minded and bound to present views. We are committed to learning and practicing non-attachment 
to views and being open to others’ experiences and insights in order to benefit from the collective wisdom. 
We are aware that the knowledge we presently possess is not changeless, absolute truth. Insight is revealed 
through the practice of compassionate listening, deep looking, and letting go of notions rather than through 
the accumulation of intellectual knowledge. Truth is found in life, and we will observe life within and around 
us in every moment, ready to learn throughout our lives

The Second Mindfulness Training 
Non Attachment to Views

This article on aspects of my practice regarding 
the Second Mindfulness Training, Non-Attach-
ment to Views, is a written version of my contri-
bution to the online-presentation of the 14 Mind-
fulness Trainings at the EIAB on 6 April 2021.

I would like to begin by describing the taste of 
this exercise. When practicing the 14 Mind-

fulness Trainings, states of mind often ap-
pear as fruits, each Training brings a specific 
taste. For me, the ‘taste’ I associate with the 
2nd Mindfulness Training is that of peace. 
This exercise clearly helps me to live more 
peacefully with myself and others.

As a teenager and young person, I really 
wanted to get to the heart of things, get to 
know ‘it’. What is truth? What is the meaning 
of life? How can we live in freedom and 
peace? I discovered many answers, and with 
each discovery I was convinced that I had 
found the truth. Holding on to my views, 
identifying with them, prepared the ground 
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for the feeling that I was being attacked by 
others in conversations and the experience 
of antagonism and discord. The way I put for-
ward my views also caused others a lot of 
hurt. I was often totally convinced that ‘This 
is how it is’ or ‘This is how you are’. An exam-
ple: When I began to develop an interest in 
holistic medicine and the connections be-
tween illness and healing, I read a lot, discov-
ered many connections and shared these 
views with others. Sometimes without being 
asked to. This led me to deeply hurt someone 
very close to me by offering an interpretation 
of her chronic bowel disease. Even though 
she had not invited me to talk about her ill-
ness, I imposed my view on her without re-
spect for her or for her reality. For a long 
time afterwards I felt deeply ashamed of my 
behaviour.

I would also like to share another experience 
of deep awakening to the narrowness and du-
bious nature of my views, and to the experi-
ence of completely ‘missing the point’: At the 
age of 85, my father fell seriously ill, and 
could no longer walk or eat. Several times he 
came close to death. I took a very critical view 
of the possibility of artificial nutrition, which 
I regarded as too intrusive. My parents dis-
cussed the decision. I was hugely irritated by 
my mother‘s support for artificial feeding. In 
the five weeks that my father was fed through 
a tube into his stomach, he regained his 
strength. He could walk again, eat and lived 
for another 18 months, which he considered a 
very great gift - never before have I seen him 
so content, compassionate and grateful - my 
mother called this phase of their life together 
their happiest time.

The clear message of the 2nd Mindfulness 
Training inspired and encouraged me a great 
deal. But I also asked myself

 “How is it possible not to hold on,  
to let go?“ 

Usually, just saying ‘let go!’ doesn’t mean we 
can do it.

My study of the Dharma, of Thay‘s teachings 
and practice on perception and reality, and 
on right view have helped me a lot. Thay says 
‘We think we are superior to oysters and 
have the impression that we see and hear ev-
erything. But in fact we are also a kind of oys-

ter. We have access only to a very limited 
realm of suchness.’ Today I can see that every 
point of view is limited, that my ideas, con-
cepts, intellectual knowledge only give me a 
very limited window onto reality. Hans-Peter 
Duerr, quantum physicist and winner of the 
Alternative Nobel Prize, has expressed this 
again and again, including in his book We Ex-
perience More Than We Comprehend. Life is 
so much bigger than I am currently aware of, 
or currently understand! Thay‘s ‘Are you 
sure?’ is a wonderful reminder of this.

Truth is found in life, and we will observe life 
within and around us in every moment, 
ready to learn throughout our lives. This is 
my favourite sentence of the Second Mind-
fulness Training …

My path leads on a journey to an ever deeper 
presence in this moment, the only moment in 
which I can experience reality - looking deep-
ly, listening deeply, breathing, being... This is 
what liberates – but can also unsettle me at 
the same time. Why share all our views when 
they are so limited, so transient? I found the 
key in not ‘being bound to present views’. I 
have a present view, but I don‘t bind myself to 
it, I don‘t say, ‘This is me!’ Instead, I offer it to 
those I speak with. It is a mixture of knowl-
edge, experience, judgements, perceptions, 
certainly also false perceptions. I can ac-
knowledge my view, knowing that it is not the 
truth, but rather my understanding of the 
world at this moment. There is a lot of respect 
in this for myself and therefore for the views 
of others.

A beautiful image for this way of seeing my 
views is an open hand. It does not grasp, does 
not hold on, but offers something and is also 
open to receive.

If I don‘t grasp and hold on to my views, I don‘t 
need to feel attacked when someone express-
es a different view. My view is limited, I don‘t 
say ‘I know!’. Your view is also limited and 
you don‘t say ‘I know!’, and together we see 
several different aspects that we cannot see 
alone. We touch the collective wisdom that 
Thay often speaks of.

“Look with your Sangha eyes!”

In our Sangha-gardening team we practise 
giving space to all views and then practising 

harmony of views - one of the six harmonies 
formulated by the Buddha for peaceful co-ex-
istence. Sometimes it is easy, sometimes it is 
not easy at all, but practising non-attachment 
to views together in a sangha is always a gift. 
I am very grateful for that.

When in everyday life I succeed, also in con-
versation with non-practitioners, in speak-
ing more from an open place of ‘not knowing’, 
it has a definite effect. It helps me to maintain 
and nurture respect. Recently, I met an ac-
quaintance who works in a managerial posi-
tion in a social institution and is in contact 
with many people. She had a very firm stance 
on Corona and told me that it was very diffi-
cult for her at work because she didn‘t want 
to be vaccinated and was in conflict with her 
colleagues. We talked for a long time, some-
times I said, ‘Yes, this is difficult for me too’, or 
‘I feel quite differently about this’ ...and at one 
point, ‘I don‘t know what this virus is, what 
really helps, how things will develop, but I 
don‘t want to be in conflict about it, the im-
portant thing is that we don‘t lose respect for 
each other.’

At the very end of the conversation, she said, 
‘Well, maybe I‘ll see things differently in a 
few months, too.’ A door had opened a little. 
That made me very happy that day.

Lately, I have also been practising noticing 
the point at which views start to be formed. 
Recently, talking with several friends, I found 
that I could only agree with some of the points 
they made, whilst I had questions about other 
points. I found it helpful and respectful for 
them, for me and for the further develop-
ment of the conversation to share where I was 
in agreement, in disagreement and where I 
had questions without immediately formu-
lating a ready-made view.

The inner and outer need to want to or have 
to have a ‘point of view’ often leads to narrow-
ness and opposing views. Being content/at 
peace in a conversation, even when we have 
questions can – in that moment - have a very 
liberating effect.

Bettina Romhardt
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Aware of the suffering brought about when we impose our views on others, we are determined not to force 
others, even our children, by any means whatsoever — such as authority, threat, money, propaganda, or 
indoctrination — to adopt our views. We are committed to respecting the right of others to be different, to 
choose what to believe and how to decide. We will, however, learn to help others let go of and transform 
fanaticism and narrowness through loving speech and compassionate dialogue.

The Third Mindfulness Training 
Freedom of Thought

After my A-levels, it was clear to me that, 
alongside my technical studies, I also wanted 
to study at the political faculty of the Otto 
Suhr Institute in Berlin. At that time, this In-
stitute was regarded as very left-wing and its 
teaching focused heavily on social and eco-
logical issues. A natural consequence of this 
was that the people studying there also had a 
strong interest in these areas.

This was also true for me, and from the very 
beginning I felt I was in good hands and was 
very comfortable with my studies and espe-
cially with my fellow students. Sharing the 
same political convictions and studies led to 
a very strong sense of community, character-
ised by a common desire to change some-
thing socially. Since my entire circle of 
friends was made up exclusively of people 
from this group, which also seemed to be the 
case for many fellow students, a shared doc-
trine developed based on our political con-
victions and the study of socio-political con-
nections. 

This often led us not only to consider our 
views to be the only, absolutely right ones, 
but also to present them as such. Equipped 
with this strong sense of mission and lan-
guage and terminology specially developed 
from it, we felt entitled to try and convince 
those around us, who may well have had a 
different opinion, to nevertheless accept our 
views.

Although I noticed early on that my be-
haviour provoked resistance, and also exert-
ed mental and emotional pressure, I was not 

even aware of this strong, sometimes ruth-
less attitude towards others; rather, the be-
lief that I was right provided me with the jus-
tification for asserting my opinions.

However, I consider myself very fortunate 
that at this time I also came into contact with 
Buddhist teachings and began to take an in-
terest in the practice of Buddhism that ex-
tended beyond its theoretical, philosophical 
aspects.

Buddhist values, as expressed in Buddhist 
practice, helped me increasingly notice that 
my dealings with others were often marked 
by intolerance, and that I was often not pre-
pared to listen to other opinions or to discuss 
them. I realised that this attitude and my 
dealings with people were causing a lot of 
suffering for them and for me. I became in-
creasingly aware that the language my fel-
low students and I were using was based on 
intolerance and ignorance, and it felt wrong 
to me. This discrepancy that I felt and experi-
enced so deeply was met with incomprehen-
sion by friends and fellow students, from 
whom I increasingly began to distance my-
self.

In the company of Buddhist practitioners, I 
was able, little by little, to experience and 
learn how to practise tolerance and deep lis-
tening. I experienced how tensions in my 
body were released, and I was able to develop 
a deeper understanding of others, which was 
reciprocated by them. This form of interper-
sonal interaction, characterised by respect 

and tolerance, was at first very unusual, but 
nevertheless felt so wonderful.

Ever since I came into contact with Thay and 
the Plum Village practice, and recite the 5 
and the 14 Mindfulness Trainings regularly, 
and see how to apply it in many different ar-
eas, I experience again and again how deep 
and broad this practice with the 3rd Mindful-
ness Training is. The Mindfulness Trainings 
always touch different parts of me, and, in 
particular, the sharings of other sisters and 
brothers about the Mindfulness Trainings 
help me to see them from a different angle 
and develop other perspectives.

Looking back, I am very, very happy and 
filled with deep gratitude for the way my life 
has developed, and to be able to walk the path 
of life with mindful steps in the light of the 
Mindfulness Trainings.

With a bow and in gratitude

A lotus for you

Marco Stromberg 
True Merrit of Virtue 
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Aware that looking deeply at the nature of suffering can help us develop understanding and compassion, we 
are determined to come home to ourselves, to recognise, accept, embrace and listen to our own suffering with 
the energy of mindfulness. We will do our best not to run away from our suffering or cover it up through 
consumption, but practice conscious breathing and walking to look deeply into the roots of our suffering. We 
know we can realise the path leading to the transformation of suffering only when we understand deeply the 
roots of suffering. Once we have understood our own suffering, we will be able to understand the suffering of 
others. We are committed to finding ways, including personal contact and using telephone, electronic, 
audiovisual, and other means, to be with those who suffer, so we can help them transform their suffering into 
compassion, peace, and joy.

The Fourth Mindfulness Training 
Awareness of Suffering

I have spent a long time resisting the 4th 
Mindfulness Training. I did not turn to Bud-
dhism to be made aware of my suffering, tru-
ly not, the only thing I wanted was to finally 
lead a happy life!

I come from a family in which many people 
have psychological problems, and I am con-
vinced that these are also the effects of the un-
processed traumatic experiences of our an-
cestors, especially from the time of National 
Socialism and the Second World War, from 
which many family members still suffer to-
day.

In the course of my life and with the help of 
my spiritual practice, I have learned to accept 
that there is no ‚direct route to happiness‘. 
The more often I tried to ‚muddle through‘ my 
suffering, the more often it caught up with 
me again, usually in a completely unexpected 
way. As long as I did not understand the roots 
of my suffering, which also lay in my own 
confused mind, I kept falling into the same 
traps.

The collective practice in the Sangha, espe-
cially the deep personal sharings, freed me 
from my sense of inferiority and personal 
failure. I discovered that very many people 
go through similarly painful cycles of suffer-
ing, and that not only individual but also col-
lective suffering exists. With this experien-
tial knowledge, I was finally able to turn to 
my own suffering, to look deeply into it, and, 
step by step and with a lot of self-compassion, 
to find my own way out of suffering.

What initially was a huge fear of being over-
whelmed by my suffering has turned into the 
experience that I can also survive and pro-
cess difficult and painful experiences. Times 
of inner and outer contemplation, regular 
walking meditation, encounters within the 
Sangha and Sangha gardening give me the 
strength to consciously turn to both the suf-
fering and the beauty in my life again and 
again, and to enjoy and delight in it.

When I meet people today who are experi-
encing deep suffering, I no longer have to run 

away from them because I cannot bear their 
suffering. I remember my own path, my con-
fusion, my resistance, my helplessness and 
my pain, all emotions that I carried within me 
unprocessed and unresolved for several de-
cades. I am now increasingly able to see peo-
ple who need help and are ready to accept it as 
my sisters and brothers and accompany them 
on their path - they too carry the potential for 
healing.

Together we walk - through the midst of our 
suffering - the path to healing and joy.

Klaus Schick
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Aware that true happiness is rooted in peace, solidity, freedom, and compassion, we are determined not to 
accumulate wealth while millions are hungry and dying nor to take as the aim of our life fame, power, wealth, 
or sensual pleasure, which can bring much suffering and despair. We will practice looking deeply into how we 
nourish our body and mind with edible foods, sense impressions, volition, and consciousness. We are commit-
ted not to gamble or to use alcohol, drugs or any other products which bring toxins into our own and the 
collective body and consciousness such as certain websites, electronic games, music, TV programs, films, 
magazines, books and conversations. We will consume in a way that preserves compassion, wellbeing, and joy 
in our bodies and consciousness and in the collective body and consciousness of our families, our society, and 
the earth

The Fifth Mindfulness Training 
Compassionate, Healthy Living

How the Fifth Mindfulness Training helps me

In my time as an aspirant for the Order of In-
terbeing, I thought, ‘Oh, this exercise is easy - 
I‘ll stop drinking alcohol right away and I 
don‘t take drugs anyway.’ But now, after ten 
years of practice with the 14 Mindfulness 
Trainings, it is precisely in the third para-
graph of this Training that I discover its great 
depth. This exercise is about more than just 
not drinking alcohol or taking drugs. It be-
comes more difficult with this part of the sen-
tence: ‘... toxins … such as certain websites, 
electronic games, music, TV programs, films, 
magazines, books and conversations.’

As people we are very different. Each of us 
shaped by very different values and biogra-
phies. Whereas for one person, it is perhaps 
okay to spend several hours on the computer 
watching Dharma lectures by Thay, for some-
one else, even using an electronic device for 
five minutes is poisoning their mind. 

For example, is reading a crime novel un-
healthy or still somehow okay? Or is reading 
a music magazine devoted to the sounds of 
hard rock and heavy metal unhealthy or 
somehow okay?

Often when I ask such questions, I notice in 
my mind, in my thinking or even in conversa-
tions with others, for example in the Sangha, 

that they quickly become about right or 
wrong. 

The questions that then helps me in my prac-
tice are: 

“Do I really need this?“ and  
“How compassionate is it for me to 

consume this?“

An example from my life:

I work therapeutically with people and am 
confronted with a lot of suffering. Every now 
and then it results in me feeling very exhaust-
ed. An old habit energy uses this as an oppor-
tunity to pop up and say, ‘Buy yourself some-
thing and you‘ll feel better!’ 

I felt this impulse again recently, and wanted 
to buy a vinyl record in my small neighbour-
hood record shop. My mind immediately 
came up with good reasons and justification 
for this: ‘Ah, then you can support them - 
they‘re not doing well at the moment because 
of the pandemic – you will actually be doing 
something good.’ In such moments, the 5th 
Mindfulness Training helps me to look deep-
ly, to recognise how I nourish my body and 
mind with edible food, sensory impressions, 
volition and consciousness. Looking deeply 
makes me realise that I want to escape the suf-

fering in myself and others by buying some-
thing.

Then again I ask myself the questions: 

“Do I really need this?“ and  
“How compassionate is it for me  

to buy this?“

The answers are not yes or no, and are not 
found in my thinking, but in my heart. If I re-
main in the dualism of yes or no, I begin to 
justify, shame and condemn myself for con-
suming: “You wicked one, you mustn‘t do 
that, it goes against the 5th Mindfulness 
Training!“

“How compassionate is it  
to think in this way?“

And two more examples from my practice 
with the Fifth Training:

My wife and I get some of our food, mainly 
vegetables, from an organic delivery service. 
I am friends with one of the managers. My 
friend showed me how the business operates 
and said, “Winnie, if you want some fresh 
broccoli, then in winter it is imported from 
Spain. The trucks arrive here at the ramp at 
three in the morning with the broccoli that 
was freshly harvested in Spain the day be-
fore. Later, it is packed into your box and the 
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driver responsible for your area brings it all 
to you in the afternoon.“ 

Healthy and simple life?

Again, there is no simple right or wrong an-
swer.

“How compassionate is it  
when I consume like this?“

A few years ago I was at a rock concert. A 
young man next to me began dancing a little 
wildly and bumped into me very lightly. I 
didn‘t react in an annoyed way, as I have done 
on occasions previously. He immediately 
apologised and offered me a sip of his beer. I 

told him that I hadn‘t drunk alcohol for many 
years. He thought that was great and wanted 
to know how I had managed it. Although we 
didn‘t know each other, there was a connec-
tion between us on a heart level. We had a 
wonderful evening and a lot of fun listening 
to music.

For me the 5th Mindfulness Training is about 
looking deeply, a Training in compassion for 
myself, for others and for the world. If I am 
fully present with my heart, I trust that I will 
consume the “right“ way, and behave compas-
sionately.

Winfried Kümmel

Aware that anger blocks communication and creates suffering, we are committed to taking care of the energy 
of anger when it arises, and to recognising and transforming the seeds of anger that lie deep in our con-
sciousness. When anger manifests, we are determined not to do or say anything, but to practice mindful 
breathing or mindful walking to acknowledge, embrace, and look deeply into our anger. We know that the 
roots of anger are not outside of ourselves but can be found in our wrong perceptions and lack of understand-
ing of the suffering in ourselves and others. By contemplating impermanence, we will be able to look with the 
eyes of compassion at ourselves and at those we think are the cause of our anger, and to recognise the 
preciousness of our relationships. We will practice Right Diligence in order to nourish our capacity of under-
standing, love, joy and inclusiveness, gradually transforming our anger, violence and fear, and helping others 
do the same.

The Sixth Mindfulness Training 
Taking Care of Anger

When I began to prepare this presentation, I 
was shocked to discover just how much anger 
I still had in me, I was even a little ashamed. It 
became clear to me how closely connected my 
present anger is to situations from the past, 
especially from childhood. Looking deeply, I 
felt again the pure chaos of my childhood. A 
world of action and reaction, a culture of sur-
vival full of nastiness and double-speak that I 

simply didn‘t understand. The overriding 
feeling was of being lost.

Without knowing it, we were all caught up in 
a spiral of confusion. But no-one talked about 
it. It was a secret we kept from everyone, in-
cluding ourselves. As I got older, I tried ev-
erything, but could find neither happiness 
nor a way out of the chaos. Everyone acted as 

if they knew what they were doing. Only I 
didn‘t know: I felt excluded, lost and betrayed 
by almost everyone.

It wasn’t until the death of my sister that I was 
able to slowly admit to myself that I was lost 
and angry. In my experience, it is not easy to 
recognise and admit our own anger. Behind 
the anger is so much hurt, suffered or inflict-
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ed on others, that I did not want to acknowl-
edge, let alone feel.

I also had to acknowledge how alienated I was 
from my own body. It was simply a tool, a 
sports machine that was supposed to per-
form better and better. Barely inhabited, not 
respected, it was subjected to the whims of 
the mind. On top of this came the realisation 
of my own potential for violence and the un-
derstanding that there really was no separa-
tion between me and the evil I decried. Sud-
denly I could clearly see the pirate Thay 
speaks of in his poem Call Me by My True 
Names in myself. All of which pretty much 
shattered my self-image.

For me, the important thing became not to re-
act, not to allow myself to fall back into chaos. 
That was, and remains, a difficult practice, 
not least because sometimes voices from the 
past blend with voices from the present, and 
it becomes difficult to distinguish one from 
the other. It can happen that when talking to 
someone I suddenly hear the voice of my fa-
ther or a teacher, and then lose contact with 
the person in front of me. In such situations I 
have to be especially careful not to react 
wrongly or rashly, and to simply listen and be 
aware of what is really happening.

Over time, through meditation or living with 
others in community, I learned to spend more 
and more time with what is. I learned to hold 
the despair of my inner child. I felt more and 
more at home in my own body and stopped 
running away from unpleasant feelings. The 
closer I came to myself, the more I could listen 
and begin to recognise the angry voices in-
side me. They had become a part of me, and 
increasingly I heard the criticism I was pro-

jecting outwards within me, directed against 
myself. I felt how angry I was with myself. My 
body felt like a battlefield full of critical voic-
es, each one attacking the others and vice ver-
sa. Sometimes in meditation, I would sit and 
listen to this chaos and wonder if this was re-
ally what was meant with meditation. 

Today I consider my anger as a door to self-
love. It has helped me learn to spend time 
with myself, to be there for my own pain and 
to forgive myself and others. I call this pro-
cess self-love. Thanks to it, I have been able to 
see how hurt I am and to understand my own 
behaviour and why I have reacted in the past 
the way I did. I see how my war-traumatised 
parents simply passed on their trauma, how 
they themselves suffered from it. I realise 
that I am just a part of something much larg-
er, that I ‘inter-am’. Little by little, I let go of 
the need to defend myself, and stop holding 
on so tightly to what once was: this me that 
has been hurt and has hurt others, those peo-
ple who have hurt me. I let go a little and ex-
perience the power and healing of imperma-
nence. Nothing remains the same; it is only 
my mind that is trying to keep everything as 
it was.  Once I wake up to change, my percep-
tions come alive to the beauty of life as it is. 
What my practice and this Training make 
clear to me is that transformation is possible. 
I am not bound by the past; I am allowed to 
forgive myself and others.

I would like to end with the following sen-
tence from the 4th Mindfulness Training, 
which touches me deeply:

‘By contemplating impermanence, we will 
be able to look with the eyes of 

compassion at ourselves and at those we 

think are the cause of our anger, and to 
recognise the preciousness of our 

relationships.’

Anger imprisons me and binds me to my own 
suffering; understanding and compassion set 
me free. I keep trying to remind myself of 
this, because although the process I am de-
scribing here has developed over many years, 
in one way or another it is also my daily prac-
tice.

Andrew Dennis
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Aware that life is available only in the present moment, we are committed to training ourselves to live deeply 
each moment of daily life. We will try not to lose ourselves in dispersion or be carried away by regrets about 
the past, worries about the future, or craving, anger, or jealousy in the present. We will practice mindful 
breathing to be aware of what is happening in the here and the now. We are determined to learn the art of 
mindful living by touching the wondrous, refreshing, and healing elements that are inside and around us, in 
all situations. In this way, we will be able to cultivate seeds of joy, peace, love, and understanding in ourselves, 
thus facilitating the work of transformation and healing in our consciousness. We are aware that real happi-
ness depends primarily on our mental attitude and not on external conditions, and that we can live happily in 
the present moment simply by remembering that we already have more than enough conditions to be happy. 

The Seventh Mindfulness Training 
Dwelling Happily in the Present Moment

Dwelling happily in the present moment …

… is for me a practice of deep acceptance 

The 7th Mindfulness Training reminds us 
that life is only available in the present mo-
ment. The Mindfulness Training is very clear 
and simple. When I look at my life, I am aware 
that I have more than enough conditions to be 
happy. Thay has often said, ‘The practice is 
simple, but not easy.’ And I ask myself, what 
really stops me from always being in the here 
and now?

In a Dharma discussion group in Plum Vil-
lage, Sister Jina was once asked why Thay 
kept saying the same thing over and over 
again. She looked around and then asked if we 
enjoyed the beautiful singing of the birds ev-
ery morning. And then she added something 
else that has stayed with me ever since. She 
said Thay was doing it out of deep compas-
sion for us, so that we not only hear the Dhar-
ma and understand it intellectually, but that 
we also live it, experience it and bring it into 
our daily lives.

Since then, two questions have remained 
with me: Why don‘t I simply do it? What is 
stopping me?

If we look closely, we also find the reasons 
that prevent us from doing it in the Mindful-
ness Training. For me, one aspect that is very 
important is desire, wanting and not want-
ing, the often very subtle wish that something 
be different from the way it is in this moment. 
When I am mindful of what is happening in 
my mind, I sometimes get the impression it 
suffers from constant “optimisation mania“, 
something could be different, better; some-
thing is pleasant or unpleasant, wanted or re-
jected.

Why can‘t I be open to life  
as it is in this moment? 

Corona, when life changed from one day to 
the next, has provided me with a great oppor-
tunity to practice. I became aware of how 
enormous the longing in me to be somewhere 
else can become, somewhere else where it is 
more beautiful and better than here: some-
where in Asia, in a monastery, or in Plum Vil-
lage or ... I have a thousand ideas.

But it wasn’t possible. I was here - there was 
nowhere else. 

And I will never forget the moment when I 
practised Tai Chi in the garden. I was just 
completely there, present, and I was deeply 

aware that Tai Chi on a beach in Thailand or a 
meditation centre in Burma couldn‘t be any 
more beautiful, because even there I could 
not be any more present than I was here, com-
pletely present in a fullness in which nothing 
was missing.

For me, this ‘simple’ realisation was a very 
important one, because, when longing arises, 
it reminds me, that it‘s not about the place, 
but about the presence. When I am present, 
nothing is missing - I am simply there, no mat-
ter where I am.

I am more and more aware of how hyperac-
tive my mind is, how quickly it thinks of 
something better, and how much thinking, 
talking and acting are motivated by wanting 
or not wanting, by desiring and rejecting - 
not only with regard to place, but in all areas 
of life.

I can observe this very clearly in, for exam-
ple, sitting meditation: I sit, and think I 
should be calmer; then I start to subtly ma-
nipulate, consciously breathe deeper into my 
belly, then get angry because I’m thinking 
about work, become tense inside - and am 
happy when I notice it, when I notice the ten-
sion in body and mind, notice the wanting, 
the grasping for calm. Then I consciously al-
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low myself to let everything be the way it is 
right now. Again and again. Exactly like this. 
This is the way life is right now. And interest-
ingly enough, the key lies precisely in this ac-
ceptance, because often then a very natural 
calm arises, a presence, an open expanse in 
which nothing else has to be. Present mo-
ment, wonderful moment.

The same question keeps coming up: What 
keeps me from simply letting myself in, from 
letting myself be as I am? What keeps me 
from letting others be as they are? What 
keeps me from allowing life to be as it is? 

And an answer to this can also be found in the 
Mindfulness Training, namely that happi-
ness does not depend on external conditions, 
but on my mental attitude, that is, the way I 
look at the world. And my way of looking at 
the world is determined by my mind and is 
the product of my conditioning, and all my 
experiences up until this moment. All these 
experiences have brought me to this moment 
– as have all the other people in my life.

Here, too, I walk a path of acceptance, accept-
ing that I and everyone else is a product of 
causes and effects that have brought us all to 
where we are now. This is where we are - and 
this is the only place we can start from to heal, 
or to really change something. It is only pos-
sible, if we see clearly, understand deeply and 
accept.

Being aware of this always helps me when I 
am dealing with people who tick so very dif-
ferently to me; they are the product of their 
conditioning and it is different from mine. It 
helps me to have patience with myself, under-
standing that things take time, that healing 
takes time. 

One particular occurrence, that occupied me 
for a long time in sitting meditation, made me 
very aware of this. For many years an image, 
an incident with my mother would often 
arise: how as a teenager I would have to leave 
the room because I couldn’t stand the despair.

I ‘worked’ with the situation, with ‘my’ guilt, 
with forgiveness, with reconciliation ... but 
the image kept coming back. Then one day, I 
was able to let the despair be despair. I let the 
despair be there, I could feel it, hold it, endure 
it, and physically I had the feeling that a wash-
ing machine was spinning in my heart. I was 
simply mindful of what was there - and then 
it suddenly became very quiet and calm.

Clearly, I had needed all these years to be-
come stable enough to let what was really 
there just be there.

I allow myself the time to bear the difficulties 
of life, to really feel deeply. And I can also give 
others time, listen more openly, try to feel 
them where they are, to meet them in their 

deep suffering, not with advice and clever 
thoughts, but with an open heart, a wide 
heart space where there is room for every-
thing.

Breathing in, I know I am breathing in.

Breathing out, I know I am breathing out.

Breathing in, I know this is a wonderful mo-
ment.

Breathing out, I smile.

Sabine Jaenicke, True Earth of Great Compassion, 
practises with the Sangha in Munich
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Aware that lack of communication always brings separation and suffering, we are committed to training 
ourselves in the practice of compassionate listening and loving speech. Knowing that true community is 
rooted in inclusiveness and in the concrete practice of the harmony of views, thinking and speech, we will 
practice to share our understanding and experiences with members in our community in order to arrive at col-
lective insight. We are determined to learn to listen deeply without judging or reacting, and refrain from 
uttering words that can create discord or cause the community to break. Whenever difficulties arise, we will 
remain in our Sangha and practice looking deeply into ourselves and others to recognise all the causes and 
conditions, including our own habit energies, that have brought about the difficulties. We will take responsi-
bility for all the ways we may have contributed to the conflict and keep communication open. We will not 
behave as a victim but be active in finding ways to reconcile and resolve all conflicts however small.

The Eighth Mindfulness Training 
True Community and Communication

The first time I read a book by Thay was in 
1996. It touched me so deeply that I decided to 
go to Plum Village with my wife that summer. 
We succeeded in registering (not so easy in 
the days before the internet) and we attended 
the summer retreat for a week - a profound 
experience for both of us.

Two years later I returned for a fortnight and 
decided to take the 5 Mindfulness Trainings. 
I received the Dharma name Gentle Blossom-
ing of the Heart. After my first retreat, I had 
noticed how quickly the calmness and mind-
fulness that had built up during the retreat 
dissipated in my everyday professional life in 
Berlin. Despite much inner resistance, I de-
cided to join the - at that time - only Sangha in 
Berlin, the Kreuzberg Sangha. I had had bad 
experiences with political groups and was 
not really open to the other people in the 
Sangha. But I longed to anchor the peace and 
mindfulness I had experienced at retreats in 
my everyday life, at least to some extent. As 
far as I can remember, the group that met 
weekly for sitting meditation and sharing 
was a colourful one. There were occasional 
conflicts, theoretical contributions in shar-
ings ... And there were Dharma sisters and 
brothers who spoke with open hearts about 
their difficulties and joys in everyday life and 
how they dealt with joy and suffering as best 
they could in their daily practice. Their exam-
ple and sitting together in silence changed 
our community. Hearts opened and we were 

able to accept each other in our differences 
with more acceptance and friendliness. We 
talked more and more about ourselves, about 
our feelings (even if they were unpleasant) 
and about our efforts to practice.

In 2014, I received transmission of the 14 
Mindfulness Trainings and I became part of 
the Sangha of the Order of Interbeing. My 
second Dharma name was True Companion 
of Great Compassion.

A few years ago, I heard Sister Chan Duc say 
something that deepened my understanding 
of Sangha. She said to a Dharma sister, ‘Your 
family is your Sangha.’ Today I understand 
this to mean that the sangha quality can man-
ifest in any community: in the family, with 
colleagues, in a group of climate activists. It 
doesn‘t require any teachings, but rather the 
best possible examples of mindful speaking 
and deep listening, kindness and acceptance. 
I certainly don‘t always succeed in this in ev-
ery situation. But I try to be patient with my-
self and walk the path as best I can. In the 
meantime my family sangha has grown, and 
includes my daughter‘s little dog, which I of-
ten look after for a few days. He has even be-
come one of my teachers. And the big chest-
nut tree in the backyard outside my study 
window is also part of my sangha and I greet 
it respectfully in the mornings.

Sangha is a response to our longing for broth-
erhood and sisterhood. It helps me to heal my-
self and the world. When I look at my sangha 
history, I can see that my understanding of 
sangha has changed again and again. But 
whenever I think of my various sanghas, I al-
ways feel a warm glow in my heart. 

Helmut Hallier 
True Companion of Great Compassion
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Aware that words can create happiness or suffering, we are committed to learning to speak truthfully, lovingly 
and constructively. We will use only words that inspire joy, confidence and hope as well as promote reconcilia-
tion and peace in ourselves and among other people. We will speak and listen in a way that can help our-
selves and others to transform suffering and see the way out of difficult situations. We are determined not to 
say untruthful things for the sake of personal interest or to impress people, nor to utter words that might 
cause division or hatred. We will protect the happiness and harmony of our Sangha by refraining from 
speaking about the faults of other persons in their absence and always ask ourselves whether our perceptions 
are correct. We will speak only with the intention to understand and help transform the situation. We will not 
spread rumours nor criticise or condemn things of which we are not sure. We will do our best to speak out 
about situations of injustice, even when doing so may make difficulties for us or threaten our safety.

The Nineth Mindfulness Training 
Truthful and Loving Speech  

In 2008, my husband, Roland, and I partici-
pated in a retreat with Thay in Hanoi. After-
wards, together with other retreatants, we 
visited a variety of places, including Hue and 
the monastery where Thich Nhat Hanh was 
ordained as a monk and now lives today. For 
me being in Hanoi, and being able to partici-
pate in a retreat together with Thay and 400 
or so lay people, OI members and monastics 
was very moving. It was a profound experi-
ence to do walking meditation at 5.30 in the 
morning, either in the small area of the hotel 
chain or at Hoan Kiem Lake. I was impressed 
by the many people from all over the globe 
who practise. Members of the international 
OI, of whom there were many, inspired me on 
with ways to both practise and enjoy life. In 
Hanoi, I decided to live according to the 14 
Mindfulness Trainings and to start a sangha 
in Lucerne together with Roland.

The Mindfulness Training ‘Truthful and Lov-
ing Speech‘ is important to me and I enjoy 
practicing it very much. I come from a very 
taciturn family that was shaped by the moun-
tains and alpine climate. We were often very 
quiet. Feelings were seldom shown, and the 
main emotion in my family was anger. This 
feeling was allowed and could be acted out. If 
he got angry, my grandfather, who had emi-
grated from Sicily and lived with us, could 
lock himself in his room for three days and 
not speak a word to us. That was unbelievable 
to me as a child. The way we spoke to each oth-
er in the family was coarse and often centred 
around criticism.

Inspired by the Mindfulness Training of 
truthful and loving speech, and deep listen-
ing, I began to observe myself more closely in 
everyday life:

•    how I spoke to my colleagues at work

•    to my partner, my relatives, friends, etc.

I began to listen to myself.

This was frequently frightening, as I realised 
how hard, absolute and uncompromising I of-
ten sounded. If my favourite emotion of an-
ger was added to the mix, then my speech 
could sound extremely unpleasant to my 
ears. Now that I have realised this, I try to re-
main calm and loving when I speak. I have to 
be very patient with myself, as the habit ener-
gies pop up very quickly. The practice of lov-
ing speech is one I continue to work on.

Another aspect I find important is being 
loving with myself.

For some time now, I have been practising 
loving speech with myself.

If I have a mishap, for example a cup falls on 
the floor and breaks, I don‘t criticize myself, 
but take myself lovingly in my arms and say 
to myself that it can happen, dishes get bro-
ken. That I understand it annoys me because 
it‘s a new piece of crockery. That it can hap-
pen to anyone, there was no bad intent on my 
part. 

With these loving words I feel accepted and 
understood. Afterwards, I can continue to do 
my work without being preoccupied with 
negative feelings.

I am in the process of noticing and then stop-
ping childhood habits of ‘swearing about my 
mishaps, judging myself as stupid and dumb, 
listing how many mishaps have already hap-
pened to me, etc.’. This also means that I am 
not haunted by bad feelings that then block 
me.

Of course, it takes a lot of practice to pause 
when a mishap occurs in everyday life, to re-
turn to my breathing, and create space so that 
my habit of “swearing“ doesn‘t kick in.

In everyday life, I also practise listening 
deeply to myself to be aware of my needs, 
and not simply ignoring them. Then to have 
the courage to decide for myself what I want 
and need, and not to hide behind the needs of 
other people. This means that I give myself 
time to feel exactly what I really want. I have 
also found that it helps me to sleep on it be-
fore making decisions - no matter how small 
- and thus give myself enough time to be in 
contact with my needs.

If I fall into my habit energies, I try to take 
this as an occasion to smile to myself and be 
loving with myself.
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Transforming Suffering:

I would have been spared a lot of suffering if 
I had had clarity and insight in difficult situa-
tions. But I lacked both calm and confidence. 
Now I am increasingly successful in becom-
ing aware of my suffering, accepting it, toler-
ating and transforming it. This also means 
that I learn to notice and tolerate the suffer-
ing of others better too.

When I was “listening“, I first thought to my-
self, this is what I‘m already doing.

But as a social worker, I always think about 
how the problem can be resolved while listen-
ing. As a result, instead of listening to some-
one, I’m already thinking of solutions. I try to 
notice this habit energy in everyday life and 
stay calm. It is not easy to listen deeply. The 
habit energy of giving advice or offering 
solutions is powerful. Being calm and quiet is 
something I still need to practise.

Both loving speech and deep listening are 
processes, a daily practice. Stopping, coming 
to myself, becoming aware of what is, regular 
meditation, as well as regular singing and 
making music help me on this path.

If I am a happy and content person, then I ra-
diate this positive energy and spread it fur-
ther. If I am in balance with myself, I appear 
differently to others. If I am ready to listen 
deeply, I can accept suffering in others be-
cause I also know and accept my own suffer-
ing.

Protecting the Happiness and the Harmony 
of the Sangha

In the 13 years of the existence in Lucerne of 
the Sangha “Garden of Mindfulness“, I have 
come to increasingly understand how im-
portant it is to cultivate and nourish happi-
ness and harmony in the Sangha, as well as in 
the family and other groups. I have learned 
that it is not about realising my ideas, but 
about seeing the needs of the Sangha, the fam-
ily or group, and helping to fulfil them.

Are my Perceptions Correct?

This exercise is very helpful for identifying 
my preconceived ideas, taking a step back to 
create distance from them, and broadening 
my mind to be open to others. As well as for 
taking a step back from the tendency of the 
mind to constantly categorise and judge. 

Honest, sincere and loving speech is a chal-
lenging Training that brings me a lot of joy. It 
supports me in the practice of loving, honest, 
and sincere speech.

Letizia 
True Clear Source
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Aware that the essence and aim of a Sangha is the practice of understanding and compassion, we are deter-
mined not to use the Buddhist community for personal power or profit, or transform our community into a 
political instrument. As members of a spiritual community, we should nonetheless take a clear stand against 
oppression and injustice. We should strive to change the situation, without taking sides in a conflict. We are 
committed to learning to look with the eyes of interbeing and to see ourselves and others as cells in one 
Sangha body. As a true cell in the Sangha body, generating mindfulness, concentration, and insight to nourish 
ourselves and the whole community, each of us is at the same time a cell in the Buddha body. We will actively 
build brotherhood and sisterhood, flow as a river, and practice to develop the three real powers – understand-
ing, love, and cutting through afflictions – to realise collective awakening.

The Tenth Mindfulness Training 
Protecting and Nourishing the Sangha

Over time, the Tenth Mindfulness Training 
has grown closer and closer to my heart.  
Today I regard it as one of the most important 
elements of my spiritual practice.  
As a single individual I quickly feel over-
whelmed by the often painful challenges our 
society poses, and I need the sharings, dia-
logue, shared practice and support of my 
Sangha sisters and brothers to stay on the 
path of peace, compassion and understand-
ing.

The current situation with the pandemic has 
made this particularly clear. All too quickly I 
think I have the ‚right‘ opinion and am in pos-
session of the ́ absolute truth‘. I am then equal-
ly quick to reject people with different back-
grounds and convictions and instead of 
listening and connecting to them I lose con-
tact.

For me, the Sangha is a place of practice, 
where I learn to listen to other people with 
my heart, and to recognise that they are guid-
ed by the same needs and desires as I am. This 
enables me to treat them with tolerance and 
respect, even if we have very different views. 
In this way, the Sangha becomes a ‚training 
camp for humanity‘ and a breeding ground 
for peace in my family and in society.  

However, I have also learned that the Sangha 
is sometimes anything but a ‚cuddly group‘ of 
like-minded people. No, there are also misun-
derstandings, frictions and even conflicts. 

Actually, that‘s when it gets exciting, because 
it‘s only at such times that we find out wheth-
er we can really practise with all our heart 
and control our emotions with a clear and 
peaceful mind. Only when I am really deeply 
anchored in mindfulness of the breath and 
the present moment can I shift from being 
merely reactive to being proactive.  
wIt is at such times that our Sangha becomes 
the most important learning place of my life, 
offering me the gift of deep personal growth - 
whether I accept it is ultimately my responsi-
bility alone.

Sometimes such processes demand a lot 
of energy, but more often than not when it 

comes to addressing the issues it turns 
out to be easier than I initially imagined. 

Sometimes, for example, if I know that I 
am upset and confused at that moment 
and therefore cannot speak in a loving 
way, it is better just to remain silent.

Often, however, consciously reaching out to 
Sangha friends who trigger something inside 
me or irritate and challenge me through what 
they say or do proves to be the best remedy.  
A few years ago I was afraid of such encoun-
ters and avoided contact with these friends. 
But my passivity almost always intensified 
the friction and irritation. So, now I usually 
try to actively approach these friends - with a 
beating heart - and start a dialogue with 

them. Then the vast majority of difficult con-
tacts turn into joyful encounters from which 
the whole sangha benefits. 

Another aspect of Sangha life that is also im-
portant to me is to discuss together what we 
can do to practise our understanding of En-
gaged Buddhism.

I find it wonderful to experience the vast 
range of projects that, for example, our local 
Sangha and in the German-speaking lay OI 
Sangha are engaged in, such as animal wel-
fare retreats, supporting organisations that 
help boat refugees in the Mediterranean to 
reach a safe haven, peace work, ecology and 
Dharma, environmental protection and 
much more.

For all of us who are active in one or the oth-
er of these areas, the collective practice in the 
Sangha acts like a battery that gives us 
strength and direction in the midst of great 
challenges.

The Sangha in Bielefeld has been in existence 
for 27 years. The founding members all met 
in Plum Village, and one of them is now 91 
years old and still participates in Sangha life. 
For me, this group, which has opened its 
doors with absolute reliability and consisten-
cy – either physically or with the help of 
Zoom - every Tuesday at 6 pm for so many 
years, is a great gift: here I am allowed to prac-
tise together with others and here I am al-
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lowed to be with all my joy and with all my 
pain. Here we are all welcome and meet each 
other with compassion, love and understand-
ing.

Klaus H. Schick

Aware that great violence and injustice have been done to our environment and society, we are committed 
not to live with a vocation that is harmful to humans and nature. We will do our best to select a livelihood 
that contributes to the wellbeing of all species on earth and helps realise our ideal of understanding and 
compassion. Aware of economic, political, and social realities around the world, as well as our interrelation-
ship with the ecosystem, we are determined to behave responsibly as consumers and as citizens. We will not 
invest in or purchase from companies that contribute to the depletion of natural resources, harm the earth, or 
deprive others of their chance to live.

The Eleventh Mindfulness Training 
Right Livelihood

The first time I came to Plum Village for the 
winter retreat was as a fresh high school 
graduate in 1989, and I spent a wonderful 
four months there with what was then quite a 
small Sangha. In the summer of 1990, I was in-
vited by Thay to join the Order of Interbeing. 
At that time I knew little about our Order and 
even less about the 14 Mindfulness Train-
ings. I simply trusted Thay‘s wisdom and, 
with six others, took the 14 Mindfulness 
Trainings on 1 August 1990 at the Cam Lo 
Dharma Hall in Lower Hamlet. There were 
five Vietnamese women and two Vietnamese 
men, from Germany, Switzerland, England 
and the USA. Thay affectionately called us 
Mini-Tiep-Hien.

Before I say something about the 11th Mind-
fulness Training using my life story as an ex-
ample, I would like to briefly explain the two 
essential aspects of the 11th Mindfulness 
Training. 

The first aspect concerns the choice of a 
profession in which the 5 Mindfulness 

Trainings can be practised.

The challenge is not to cause others, or na-
ture as a whole, to suffer as a result of how we 
earn our livelihood, but rather to cultivate 
well-being and happiness.

The second aspect is about the decisions 
we make regarding  

investments and consumption. 

Here it is important to be certain that the 
companies we choose to invest in or the pro-
ducers of our consumer goods do not cause 
suffering in the world. The difference be-
tween the two aspects lies in the difference 
between the direct and indirect impact of 
how we act. A detailed explanation of the 11th 
Mindfulness Training can be found in the 
book “Interbeing, 4th Edition: The 14 Mind-
fulness Trainings of Engaged Buddhism“.

As is probably the case in most Vietnamese 
families, not studying was not an option in 
my family. But what should I study? Even as a 
child, I wanted to pursue a profession that 
would allow me to somehow help other peo-
ple. My grades were too bad for medical 
school, and, as I saw it at the time, my German 
was not good enough to become a grammar 
school teacher. Psychology seemed to offer 
one possibility. I first heard about Buddhist 
psychology during a talk by Thay at the win-
ter retreat of 1989/90, and the model of the 
Eight Consciousnesses captured my enthusi-
asm. 

It reminded me of Freud‘s three-instance 
model from some strange lessons at school.  
I called my friend Phu in Berlin from Plum 
Village and asked him to enrol me directly at 
the Free University Berlin with business ad-
ministration as my first choice and psycholo-
gy as my second. Phu understood it the other 
way round, and so I spent a semester study-
ing psychology. It was a very inspiring time 
in Berlin. In the end though, I decided to 
study business administration.
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I learned a lot in my foundational studies, 
just not really very much about business ad-
ministration. My motto was simply: “Four 
wins1“. But I was very thorough; I took most 
of my exams twice. I then learned another 
piece of wisdom, which I also experienced 
first-hand: If you become nothing, you be-
come a business economist. The library of the 
GSH Essen at that time was surprisingly well 
stocked with many books on Buddhism. The 
titles that stood out were ‘Buddha, the dis-
courses of Gotamao Buddha’ by K. Eugen 
Neumann and ‘The psychological attitude of 
early Buddhist philosophy’ by Lama Anagari-
ka Govinda. During my two and a half years 
in Essen, I studied, or at least read, these two 
works, but unfortunately understood very 
little. I was not eligible for a student loan, so I 
financed my studies with various jobs. I was 
a waiter, a shift worker in factories, a tutor 
for mathematics, a speaker in the Students 
Union and a course leader for Qigong and 
self-defence for girls and young women.  
I enjoyed the job as a course instructor the 
most as I could teach mindful breathing while 
sitting, mindful walking, and total relaxation 
while lying down, in addition to various de-
fence techniques. At the end of the founda-
tion course, a fellow student told me that 
banking management was very interesting, 
so I transferred to the RWTH Aachen as this 
subject was not available at GSH Essen.

In Aachen, I had to admit to myself that it was 
now time to take my studies seriously. I tried 
so hard that I was later asked if I wanted to do 
a doctorate. During my main studies, I 
worked as a research assistant. I helped two 
doctoral students with data analyses and 
translations of legal texts. Although there 
was no opportunity to introduce mindful-
ness practices into this setting, I met new 
friends from the fields of mechanical engi-
neering and computer science, and found 
myself particularly fascinated by software 
development.

Even before I got my diploma, I had started 
working for a medium-sized company in Rüs-
selsheim as a consultant and developer spe-
cialising in financial mathematics. The com-
pany had developed its own software for a 
total banking solution and we all identified 
with the product. The friendly working atmo-

sphere and an understanding of the interde-
pendencies between us was important. I had 
very nice colleagues and considered it as a 
sangha in which I could practice very well. 
Working was very pleasant for us. However, 
from the day we were bought out by a Swiss 
company our happiness began, little by little, 
to ebb away.  Our product was going to be 
withdrawn from the market and replaced 
with new software from Switzerland. In my 
personal view, our software was superior in 
many ways. But that‘s life. For four years, vir-
tually every week, I had to work three days in 
Berlin. On Tuesdays I flew there and on 
Thursdays I flew back. The three days in Ber-
lin always followed the same routine: work in 
the bank, then eat and sleep in the hotel. Al-
though I was in Berlin for so long, I saw al-
most nothing of the city. The stay in Berlin 
also meant that I could only practise irregu-
larly with the Sangha in Wiesbaden, which I 
had co-founded in 2010. Our good fortune 
was that most of the other Sangha members 
were able to lead the meditation. This was 
possible as we had already “trained“ in ad-
vance so that more than one person could 
lead the evening.

One day in Berlin, my colleagues asked me if 
I would practise Qigong and meditation with 
them. They had found out that I had done this 
in the old company. So every Wednesday 
from 6.30 pm there was an hour of practice 
with my colleagues. Each session included 
the Ten Mindful Movements and a guided 
meditation. At the beginning of 2016, my be-
loved mother died. And even the good salary 
could not compensate for flying back and 
forth and staying in hotels in Berlin. All this 
stress did me no good. I left the company and 
went to work for a consulting firm in Frank-
furt. Then I became very, very ill.

After my recovery at the beginning of 2017, I 
decided to work less, to dedicate even more 
time to the Sangha and studying the Dharma. 
Because of my work, I had been involved with 
securities investments from a very early age. 
My investment decisions were based on mac-
ro- or micro-economic analyses, and this in 
line with the second aspect of the 11th Mind-
fulness Training. The profit I made from sell-
ing securities enabled me to work a three-day 
week, even as an advisor. I used the days off to 
research the Abhidharma and further devel-
op the ten mindful movements. I worked 

three days at the bank, where we were al-
lowed to practise the Ten Mindful Move-
ments and metta meditation for half an hour 
before lunch every day. The management 
liked it, and so did we.

I am grateful for the many positive, but also 
negative conditions in my life.  
Fundamentally, it is my trust in the practice 
that has given me the resilience to go through 
life playfully with a smile. Finding Sangha ev-
erywhere has enriched my life and made it 
easier. Today I am better off than ever before.

Nguyen Kim Le Viet 
Chan cam lo

1) Connect Four, or Captain‘s mis-
tress, is a board game for two with the goal 
of being the first to place four of your own 
counters in a line. What I mean here, how-
ever, is the mark ‘good enough’. 
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Aware that much suffering is caused by war and conflict, we are determined to cultivate nonviolence, compas-
sion, and the insight of interbeing in our daily lives and promote peace education, mindful mediation, and 
reconciliation within families, communities, ethnic and religious groups, nations, and in the world. We are 
committed not to kill and not to let others kill. We will not support any act of killing in the world, in our 
thinking, or in our way of life. We will diligently practice deep looking with our Sangha to discover better ways 
to protect life, prevent war, and build peace.

The Twelfth Mindfulness Training 
Reverence for Life

The Buddha told us not to waste this precious 
human life. So my practice with this exercise 
begins with myself, making myself aware of 
how precious my own life is - every day. I 
start with an awareness of my imperma-
nence. In the morning, immediately after 
waking up, I am grateful for having “woken 
up“ and that I didn´t die night before.

In the evening, I give thanks for the day, for 
all the encounters and experiences, and 
bring to mind that I do not know whether I 
will still be alive tomorrow.

Buddha taught us the 5 Remembrances, 
which I contemplate in the morning after 
meditation:

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

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

3. There is no way to escape having ill-
health.

4. All that is dear to me, my body, everyone 
I love and my possessions are of the nature 
to change.

5. I cannot escape the consequences of my 
actions (my karma). 

I am particularly painfully aware of the im-
permanence of my loved ones: when my hus-
band leaves for work in the morning,  
I cannot know whether I will see him again in 
the evening. 

When I say goodbye to my daughter at the 
train station, I don‘t know if we will see each 
other again in three months. So when I say 
goodbye to my husband and daughter it is al-
ways important for that we are in harmony, 
and there are no grudges or disagreements 
between us. I extend this exercise to the peo-
ple I meet during the day; to friends and the 
clients I take care of. I cannot know if I will 
see them again. If a client seems difficult, ag-
gressive or angry, I know that calling imper-
manence to mind will help me deal with the 
situation more calmly. I know that next time 
he or she could be completely different, and I 
send my wishes to him or her in my mind: 
May you be content and happy.

I become more and more aware of how pre-
cious everyone is (even those who are diffi-
cult for me). I can react more patiently and 
kindly, as I can better understand and accept 
their suffering, their fears and their lack of 
friendliness.

Reverence for Mother Earth

I often go into the forest several times a day 
and sit there in silence amongst the trees and 
birds, I regard them as a sangha.

Sometimes in summer, I sleep outside in the 
forest and look at the starry sky and the out-
line of the trees above me. This creates great 
reverence for nature and for Mother Earth, 
who carries, holds and embraces me.

This appreciation of nature helps me devel-
op more and more awareness of how I can 

care for Mother Earth and consume more 
consciously (11th Mindfulness Training).

Fifth of May 2021 was Germany‘s Earth Over-
shooting Day. The day on which we here in 
Germany used up our resources for this 
year. (In the US it was mid-March, worldwide 
it is mid-August). We need three worlds here 
in Germany at the moment.

Recently, an electric milk frother broke 
down on me. At the repair cafe, even a help-
ful engineer couldn‘t fix anything because all 
the parts were stuck together. I asked myself: 
do I really need a new milk frother, which is 
probably made in Asia by poorly paid work-
ers, consuming the earth’s resources in the 
process, and then transported to Germany 
using a lot of energy? And, here I also con-
sume energy when I plug it into the socket. 
No.

I want to be aware of what I really need. 

Can I buy trainers with a good conscience 
when I know that in a sneaker factory in 
Cambodia the workers are fainting from tox-
ic plastic fumes?

Can I buy clothes ‘made in India’ when the 
seamstresses in Bangladesh are exploited 
twelve hours a day for a starvation wage and 
without health insurance?

My unconscious consumerism is a form of 
violence, I am killing so that I can live ‘cheap-
ly’ here in Germany at the expense of other 
people‘s health and even death. I even enrich 
myself through it.
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I try to consume consciously and with rever-
ence for Mother Earth and all living beings. 
For me, this means, for example, living veg-
an and buying fairly and sustainably pro-
duced clothes or second-hand.

We will not support any act of killing

Can I be truly sure that I am not responsible 
for the deaths of other people? 

We don‘t have a war here at the moment, but 
aren‘t we killing people by not taking in ref-
ugees and letting them drown in the Medi-
terranean or the Atlantic? People who risk 
their lives in rubber dinghies because they 
want to escape war and misery.

A film about a refugee camp on the island of 
Lesbos shocked me. I saw how people there 
struggle for their lives and dignity in the 
winter in the cold and heavy rain, without 
sewage systems, in the single-walled tents, 
spending their days lying under blankets 
feeling depressed and hopeless, with no per-
spective for their future. The organisation 
“Stand by me Lesvos“ has organised an old 
bus where children are taught by refugee 
teachers and thus have some normality and 
sanctuary.

In the film, an Iranian and an Afghan man 
were interviewed about life in the camp. 
These two men were so grateful that they 
could portray the situation in the camp and 

that their situation was seen. It made them 
feel noticed - we looked and listened to them.

Reverence for the lives of those in need

How do I react to the life of the needy here in 
Germany when I walk through the shopping 
streets and homeless people and beggars ap-
proach me or sit shamefaced on the floor?

Do I look away shyly and continue walking? 
Increasingly, I am aware of how looking 
away contributes to the suffering of these 
people. I practice generosity and giving (the 
13th Mindfulness Training). I bend down be-
fore people to give them a smile and a few 
kind words, and mindfully hand over some 
money or food.

Seeing the smiles of these people and the 
gratitude in their faces gives me back a lot of 
joy.

In all these Trainings it is important to treat 
myself with compassion. Especially when I 
feel I can‘t do enough. Self-compassion helps 
me not sink into helplessness and hopeless-
ness when I see poverty, the climate disaster 
and violence and exploitation of people - be it 
in my immediate environment or in the me-
dia.

In order not to despair and sink into depres-
sion, I make clear to myself the imperfection 
of human existence. Compassion for the im-

perfections in me and compassion for the im-
perfections in all of us.

May we all recognise and appreciate the pre-
ciousness of our lives

Andrea Gerhardt 
True Harmony of the Ocean



80 | The Thirteenth Mindfulness TrainingGenerosity

Aware of the suffering caused by exploitation, social injustice, stealing, and oppression, we are committed to 
cultivating generosity in our way of thinking, speaking, and acting. We will practice loving kindness by 
working for the happiness of people, animals, plants, and minerals, and sharing our time, energy, and material 
resources with those who are in need. We are determined not to steal and not to possess anything that 
should belong to others. We will respect the property of others, but will try to prevent others from profiting 
from human suffering or the suffering of other beings.  

The Thirteenth Mindfulness Training 
Generosity

The 13th Mindfulness Training is entitled 
Generosity, yet its essence can also be 
found in the 2nd Mindfulness Training, True 
Happiness. What is the connection be-
tween them? 

Generosity has the other person in mind; 
true happiness develops for both of us, you 
and me, in the act of giving. The practice of 
an open heart, which underlies the joy of 
giving, makes me happy; giving from the 
heart also gives you joy and thus contrib-
utes to your happiness.

I like the expression “joyful giving“, which 
emphasises precisely this aspect.  
For me, it has a biblical resonance:  
In the Book of Moses, it is said that joyful 
giving pleases God. In this Mindfulness 
Training, however, Thay makes us aware 
that it is not only about the other person; 
it is also about us. Giving in our thinking, 
speaking and acting can bring us joy, its 
constancy can make us happy.

A mask or social distancing does nothing to 
hinder or prevent us from opening our-
selves wholeheartedly. This is possible ev-
erywhere and with everyone: the beggar on 
the corner, the elderly person who is in 
need of help, the refugee who cannot find 
her way around. In every encounter I can 
give something with openness and friend-
liness. And I can make sure that it is not 
just an act of merely handing over, but rath-
er that I engage fully with the other person, 
both physically and mentally, that I give 
them my full attention, that I am in contact 
with them, that I connect with them.

To help us feel what I am talking about, I 
would like to offer a brief exercise in which 
you imagine yourself facing another per-
son: 

I breathe in and turn my attention 
towards you, I breathe out and connect 

with you in the act of giving.

I breathe in and am happy to give you my 
attention, I breathe out and feel your 

happiness at receiving.

For me, the word attention vividly express-
es this act of “being completely there“ for 
the other person. I experience it with my 
grandson, who gives himself completely in 
play and helps me to be fully present with 
him as a result. It makes me happy to feel 
this presence in myself, as well as to be 
able to give it to the person I am with.

But joyful giving has many other aspects 
that I would like to share with you.

For example, when fronts harden in a dis-
cussion, I find it difficult to let go.  
In Corona times, many of us have experi-
enced this, even with friends: being right, 
knowing better, being marginalised and ex-
cluded very often determine the tenor of a 
discussion. But it also gives me the oppor-
tunity to give something at the right mo-
ment, to contribute something that coun-
teracts the hardening. 

This can be a conciliatory gesture, under-
standing for the other point of view - or 

also bringing the discussion to a peaceful 
conclusion. I try to take the time for this, 
even if I am not always successful.

I also experience admitting that I may have 
been wrong as a form of generosity, as a 
gift - for myself and the other person. This 
is usually preceded by polarisation or sep-
aration, in which differences of opinion 
come to a head, and are often backed up 
with exaggerations and even untruths.  
It is not always easy for me to take a step 
back and admit that I have lost my way be-
cause I wanted to impose my own opinions 
or to influence decisions. But when I am 
able to reflect on it, it makes it easy for me 
- and for the others, too.

For me, another step further along this 
path is forgiveness. This is usually preced-
ed by disputes. Hurt has been caused either 
through words or even actions that have 
led to a particular course of events. Most of 
the time, the other person is also aware of 
the difficulties, the hardening, the act of 
having put oneself in the wrong, but he or 
she is not able to find a way to approach 
me, or does not even want to find one. But 
it can happen that I am able to soothe my 
anger, my rage or my fury. I then find it a 
great relief to be able to move along the 
path towards forgiveness. Less as a grand 
gesture, more as an opening of the heart 
that allows me to approach the other per-
son without holding a grudge.  

The Sangha is a great support in all these 
situations. Simply speaking about the awk-
wardness of the situation, talking about the 
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circumstances that have caused it, give me 
the opportunity to gain some distance. Dis-
cussing it brings me closer to a solution 
that takes the form of giving. The atmo-
sphere of deep listening creates the frame-
work within which other perspectives have 
space and are allowed.

I would like to end my contribution with 
another perspective on giving, which the 
aging process, I am 78 years old, has been 
opening up to me. It is about the fourth of 
the five remembrances, namely definitively 
giving up of all the things that are dear to 
me. This giving up has a lot to do with my 
attitude, my way of dealing with it.  
To what extent can I let go in my thinking? 
Can I express this in the way I communi-

cate? Can it even help influence and deter-
mine my actions? Can I express my joy of 
giving in this sense of giving up, which also 
includes giving away? Can I learn to detach 
myself wholeheartedly from things and 
reference points, not just in the form of let-
ting go of something or other, but as a fact 
of life that I face up to, and that embodies 
my wholehearted giving up? I don‘t want to 
claim that I am already living this way, but 
I am glad that I can experience this giving 
up less and less as a threat, and more as a 
natural transition.

May you find joy in giving attention  
to others.

May you experience the joy of giving. 

May you experience and be able to  
live interbeing as a result.

Hinnerk Brockmann

Aware that sexual desire is not love and that sexual relations motivated by craving cannot dissipate the 
feeling of loneliness but will create more suffering, frustration, and isolation, we are determined not to 
engage in sexual relations without mutual understanding, love, and a deep long-term commitment made 
known to our family and friends. Seeing that body and mind are not separate from each other, we are commit-
ted to learning appropriate ways to take care of our sexual energy and to cultivating loving kindness, 
compassion, joy and inclusiveness for our own happiness and the happiness of others. We must be aware of 
future suffering that may be caused by sexual relations. We know that to preserve the happiness of ourselves 
and others, we must respect the rights and commitments of ourselves and others. We will do everything in 
our power to protect children from sexual abuse and to protect couples and families from being broken by 
sexual misconduct. We will treat our bodies with compassion and respect. We are determined to look deeply 
into the Four Nutriments and learn ways to preserve and channel our vital energies (sexual, breath, spirit) for 
the realization of our bodhisattva ideal. We will be fully aware of the responsibility of bringing new lives into 
the world, and will regularly meditate upon their future environment.

The Fourteenth Mindfulness Training 
True Love (for lay members)

Dear Thay, dear Community

Over and again, the practice of the 14 Mind-
fulness Training, True Love, represents a 
real challenge for me. 

It is certainly understandable and desirable 
that many people should want to place their 

sexual relations in the context of partnership 
as described by the Mindfulness Training. 
However, early on in my life, I learned that 
partnerships are frequently lived in a com-
pletely different way.  

This, at least, was how I experienced them 
during my years of socialisation as a child, in 

my teenage years and up until I became a 
young adult. 

As a child of divorced parents, I experienced 
early on how my parents found new partners 
after their separation. Although this experi-
ence was painful, I also regarded it as a nor-
mal for a partnership, and subconsciously 
filed it away as such.
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As I grew older and my sexual energy in-
creased, I noticed how it became normal in 
my immediate circle of friends to change 
partners depending on the need for closeness 
and the desire to live out our sexuality.

During this time I also sought to fulfil my 
need for closeness and connection with dif-
ferent partners.

Due to my own ignorance and perhaps also 
the influence of images of partnership con-
veyed by the media and society, I tried to 
achieve closeness and connection through 
sexual activity. However, again and again, 
this resulted in the painful experience that 
closeness and deep connection cannot be 
achieved simply by satisfying my sexual im-
pulses: the feeling of loneliness always re-
mains.

Confused and bewildered by two relation-
ships in which I had had this painful experi-
ence, for years I decided not to enter into a 
sexual relationship.

During this phase, my contact with 
Buddhist practice, offered a different way 

of viewing partnership.

During meditation retreats, I learned to con-
centrate on my breathing, which helped me 
collect my thoughts and further deepen my 
concentration. I was able to reflect more on 
my sensations, thoughts and feelings, both 
positive and negative. I learned and experi-
enced how meditation can bring deep emo-
tions to the surface, and this practice repeat-
edly brought me into contact with the topic of 
partnership and sexuality and the feelings 
and energies associated with it. Only through 

meditation did I learn to find a healthy, heal-
ing way to deal with sexual energy.

I found intensive study of the Sattipathana 
Sutta, in practice (meditation), as well as in 
theory (study of a translation of this teaching) 
during retreats very helpful and supportive.

The Sattipathana Sutta is a teaching of the 
Buddha from the Pali canon in which he de-
scribes and explains different ways and prac-
tices for establishing mindfulness.

For me, the four different aspects of this 
teaching: 

1. contemplation of the body,  
2. contemplation of the senses,  
3. contemplation of the different  
mental states and  
4. contemplation of mental objects, opened 
up new and very practical ways of dealing 
with the body and mind.

The study of these aspects of the Sutta, espe-
cially in connection with the practice and 
meditation on these four sattipathanas, made 
the idea of interbeing more tangible and un-
derstandable for me. 

Among other things, this also had a strong ef-
fect on the way I dealt with my sexual energy, 
on my understanding of its origin and my 
view of partnerships. Over the course of my 
life and my practice this had resulted in the 
fact that today I can look back on almost 20 
years of harmonious partnership with my 
dear wife Alex, characterised by mindfulness 
and mutual respect.

I consider myself very fortunate that even at 
the beginning of our relationship we both 
had a connection with Buddhist practice. 

This enabled our relationship to develop in 
mindful and considerate steps, which en-
abled a healing approach to sexuality and its 
transformation into a very deep connection.

I am very, very grateful for the practices of-
fered by our tradition of mindful sharing and 
beginning anew. They enable us to develop 
deeper understanding and compassion for 
each other and allow the flower of mutual ap-
preciation to blossom again and again.

With a deep bow and a heart full of gratitude.

Marco Stromberg 
True Merrit of Virtue
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       A Hesitant Beginning

I already know about the guns, the hunger 
and my ancestors’ pious sense of duty. My 
back tingles, it is warm. My back is heavy and 
hard, like a closed seed. 

Something draws me to the retreat 
without having words for it. 

I invite my sister to participate. Looking back 
together at our ancestors, we are connected 
in the now. We share our family’s experienc-
es - the struggle for language and words, the 
struggle with a sense of duty and achieve-
ment, the longing for closeness in body and 
feelings. My sister and I share our stories in 
the sharings and after the retreat. We con-
nect across continents and oceans - through 
the necessity of the online format we come 
close.

During the retreat I feel my back, my tired-
ness, my sadness. I hear the stories of my par-
ents and grandparents echoed in the stories 
of the other participants. I am touched by the 
recurring fragments of hardship, silence and 
the desire for connection, healing, reconcili-
ation and recognition. Others’ stories help 
me understand my own story. I sense the ten-
sions experienced by my great-grandparents 
during the war, with all the contradictions 
and violence.

I see my great-grandfather in uniform with 
his children, in uniform with his family, in 
uniform at his desk in Paris. An officer in the 
war, 70,000 Jews were deported from the 

Gare de l‘Est. What did my great-grandfather 
know about this? I have no way of knowing. 
In his letters, I read of the deep love and care 
for his family, piety and nationalistic 
thoughts - I struggle to try and understand. I 
struggle with my feelings of guilt, I acknowl-
edge him. I feel the complexity of the differ-
ence between then and now.

My father looks for photos of his ancestors, 
talks to us, to my great-aunt, to his mother, 
who usually doesn‘t speak. She talks and 
shares wartime pictures and letters. My 
great-aunt translates old letters from the war 
from the old German script of Sütterlin into 
normal script. I am touched by the way my fa-
ther has searched for traces of the past 
throughout the years. The retreat has 
brought our family back into contact.

Besides all the pain, I now see joy and light-
ness in my father‘s family. The pain caused by 
the inability to express emotions is great. The 
pain in me, the pain in him. No accusations, 
but a desire for connection and contact. We 
touch and hold each other. My back becomes 
light, his back becomes soft. The protective 
shell loosens.

The unspeakable nature of war trauma puts 
me on the trail of the violence I have experi-
enced and witnessed - I feel compassion for 
myself, tender and fragile, full of pain and 
love. I water the seeds of caring and compas-
sionate self-love.

The trauma of war continues to affect the 
generation of great-grandchildren. Thanks to 
the retreat, the lectures, the meditations, the 
witnessing, the listening and the sharing in 
the Sangha, as well as by feeling what is in my 
body, I gain access to my own and a collective 
history. It is a gift to connect and heal in this 
way.

Anne-Sophie Windel

Retreat 
War Trauma
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Sister Bi Niegm‘s course on the events and con-
sequences of the two World Wars, helped me, 
on the one hand, to understand interbeing in a 
very concrete way that I could grasp with my 
mind and, on the other hand, to experience in-
terbeing deep inside, in a way that goes far be-
yond words. 

Step by step, the lectures, the accompanying 
exercises and meditations made the connec-
tion between cause and effect clearer, and 
pushed the words victim and perpetrator (and 
thus condemnation and judgement) into the 
background. She showed very clearly how the 
events of the First World War created the 
breeding ground for the events leading to the 
Second World War with all its cruelty, and 
how trauma that is not dealt with (because to-
day‘s understanding of it did not yet exist) can 
affect an entire society and is passed on 
through the generations.

The course broadened my horizons, and today 
I look at my parents and their generation and 
more distant ancestors through different eyes, 

and ultimately also at myself, in terms of my 
actions and my (supposed) freedom to act. This 
understanding has provided the roots for 
deep compassion and enabled me to experi-
ence the transformative effect of deep looking.  

In my first conversations with my parents af-
terwards, I could feel how I let go of many of 
my ideas about how they should be. 

I could hear with new ears what my 
mother had to say. 

I was curious about who they were and what 
had made them the way they are. Almost im-
mediately, I felt how they could relax, an aston-
ished silence.

Moreover, I can also see today‘s political and 
environmental situation in a new light and 
better understand the task of my generation. I 
see how important it is, among other things, 
not to make the mistake of remaining silent 
and looking the other way again, but to active-
ly campaign for climate action, to use one ex-

 Intersein very concrete
ample. I am extending my feelers to like-mind-
ed people, and will soon meet the local 
Extinction Rebellion group for the first time. I 
have also registered for the online retreat for 
climate activists. I feel that a new phase of life 
has begun, that the course was, and is, an im-
portant step on my path to more conscious 
way of life. Many thanks to Sister Bi Nghiem, 
Uli Pfeifer-Schaupp and the EIAB community 
for making this all possible. 

Claudia Hoppe
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I sit here at my little desk, which has been 
transformed into an ancestral altar as a re-
sult of the retreat on war trauma, and I am in-
finitely grateful for the profound experienc-
es and insights. I can now treat my father 
differently. For the first time, I don’t feel 
bound to his suffering. Every day I feel deep 
inside that I have my life and he has his life. It 
is his suffering, not mine.

One exercise that particularly moved me in-
volved speaking to him for 60 minutes, final-
ly telling him the ‘unvarnished’ truth about 
how I feel, and the memories I have. Since 
then, I have repeated this exercise several 
times for myself.

“Dear Father,

 what I have never told you... I longed so 
much for your love as a child, for your pro-
tection in this harsh unjust world. I wanted 
you to be proud of me. What would it have 
meant to me if you had said just once, ‘I love 
you just the way you are. I don‘t care if you 
get an A or a B or even a C in your class-
work.’” Even if you don‘t like what I say, fa-
ther, I want to tell you how much I suffered 
from your constant demands for achieve-
ment. Because, father, I had to try very 
hard, I was not so ‘gifted’, I did not feel like 
the so-called ‘A-child’ you wanted me to be. 
I didn‘t enjoy life as a child. There was no 
joy in our house, there was no laughter. 
What was there to laugh about? Everything 
was so strict and impoverished. I had to 
keep quiet at the table. Once you said: ‘How 
nice that we can take you anywhere, be-
cause no-one notices you are there.’ In pri-
vate, I cried over and over again because of 
that, so great was my pain.

Even before I went to school, father, you 
told me: ‘You can learn anything if you real-
ly want to! You have it easy, I didn’t have the 
chances you have, there was a war on. And 
we were hungry with nothing to eat; I had 
to bring briquettes to school for heating. 
And for a whole year it was closed because 
everything was broken. I would have liked 
to do my school-leaving exams, but there 
was no money for that. I had promised my 

father I would take care of my mother and 
two brothers.’ That stuck. Yes, father, I intu-
itively did my duty, and with immense ef-
fort, I fulfilled the family mandate and be-
came the first to graduate from high school 
and complete a degree with the highest 
grade. But I was not happy, quite the oppo-
site.  ...

Dear father, 

I have known for many years that you 
passed your war trauma on to me. How you 
ran for your life as a 13-year-old to escape 
the conflagration that engulfed the streets. 
How, as a member of the Hitler Youth, you 
were put to work digging out charred bod-
ies from the bombed out ruins of a chil-
dren‘s hospital. How, as a 14-year-old, you 
promised your father on his last home 
leave you would take care of your mother 
and your two brothers. How, on your 15th 
birthday, you brought your severely 
wounded brother home from the military 
hospital in a freight wagon in the freezing 
cold. And so much, much more. ... To this 
day, every 24th December is a day of 
mourning, because on that day in 1944 
your father succumbed to his severe inju-
ries, 76 years ago now. All this suffering 
and depression in our house weighed so 
heavily on me, father, especially that inex-
plicable existential fear within me. I often 
thought, I wouldn‘t be able to cope with all 
this - even though I have it good: there is no 
war on now. I was often unable to work be-
cause of it, and of course I had to hide it 
from you and mum. The countless episodes 
of depression,...

Today I can forgive you, dear father, you 
could not help it. But I also want you to 
know: I cannot heal your suffering. I am 
only your daughter. Nor can your grand-
daughter, she too has her life, and you have 
yours.

Only now can I thank you for telling me so, 
so very much about the war. Until now I 
have always suffered from it. But now I can 
understand with my heart what an immea-

  Letter to my Father
surable gift you have given me. Be sure: You 
will live on in me.

Since the retreat I have the feeling many 
things have become clearer for me. Like nev-
er before, I now have access to the healing 
seeds within me. I feel so much strength and 
confidence and joy and gratitude. I feel safe 
and secure. I can embrace the fear. And all of 
this enables me to accompany my father 
through the pandemic in the here and now. I 
let his unkindness towards me, his perma-
nent demands for more, his criticism that I 
am not doing enough roll off me, and some-
times I can really say: 

‘I am sorry, father, but that is your view. I 
wish so much for you that you may find 
peace in yourself, because happiness is al-
ready there.’

Ute Kloock-Mewes
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       Honouring the Inner Child

From 12.5.2021 to 16.05.21 I participated in the 
online course “Honouring the inner child - 
Healing yourself with mindfulness and com-
passion” with Thay Phap An and Sister Song 
Nghiem. I am happy to share some of my per-
sonal experiences from the course and what 
was special about this topic for me. 

My experience with the practice started in 
2003, and since 2010 the EIAB has been my 
spiritual home and a place where, again and 
again, I am allowed to continue my path of 
transformation and healing together with 
others.

At the beginning of my practice I was in-
spired by the simplicity of the meditations, 
which gave me a feeling of happiness and joy 
through their focus on the breath. They also 
helped me find some inner peace and free my-
self from my constant “addiction” to thinking.

Very soon, however, I realised that something 
was missing and that little had changed in my 
relationships or the way I reacted to what was 
said or done. Just as before, joy and the happi-
ness only seemed possible as long as nothing 
painful or irritating happened. 

If anything, the tendency to control myself 
and others, my addictive behaviour and the 
idea of having to function well all the time be-
came stronger. I felt less and less authentic, 
but I still I did not want to admit that I was not 
changing. In addition, I began to judge my-
self, telling myself I was probably “not medi-

tating properly and just hadn’t understood 
and applied the practice properly”. 

Despite my strong will and intense practice, I 
failed to find inner peace, tranquillity and 
happiness, and also failed to develop the 
practice of listening and compassion. Medita-
tion often made me feel even further re-
moved from myself and my body. 

Rather than feeling like I was growing 
and progressing, feelings of separation 

and disconnection from myself and others 
seemed to deepen.       

In 2011, I took part in a course at the EIAB for 
the first time, ‘Embracing the inner child’. The 
guided meditation from Thay Phap An 
brought me into contact with my inner child 
and enabled me to ask her about her pain and 
to feel it too; I touched deep and disturbing 
feelings. What was new was that I could ob-
serve these feelings from a ‘safe’ place, name-
ly from myself, as someone observing these 
experiences and feelings. 

What arose was more than just memories, 
more importantly I could feel that “this real-
ly happened to me”. This was a breakthrough 
to the painful, traumatic experiences of my 
childhood. They triggered deep feelings of 
pain, abandonment, powerlessness, and also 
anger and hatred. 

It was good to admit what I really felt as a 
child and what was really going on inside 

me then. 

This meditation enabled me, for perhaps the 
first time, to feel my connection with this 
wounded child. The child I was then, and who 
still lives in me today and still determines my 
behaviour. 

I could truly feel that I was this child and also 
began to understand what I had experienced 
as something that belonged to me. That was 
an important step in gaining a wholeness and 
a connection with myself.  

After experiencing this, I had the illusion 
that it was enough to see and embrace the in-
ner child in this way and everything would be 
okay. I hoped, and convinced myself, that the 
negativity, worthlessness and depression 
that I continued to experience deep inside 
would now disappear from my life, and I 
could transform everything into joy and hap-
piness. I was soon to find out that this was a 
fallacy!

At first I had memories of my stepfather’s 
sexual abuse, but then earlier experiences 
began to surface in my consciousness. The 
deep feelings of worthlessness and hopeless-
ness, which I had tried to suppress through 
desperate attempts to fit in, trying to be good 
and being a workaholic, became clearer and 
clearer, and at the same time the energy need-
ed to carry on suppressing them became 
greater and greater.

Retreats 
Inner Child
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At some point, I no longer had the energy 
to keep suppressing the past and my life 

was shaken to its core.

 In this situation, the deeper wound of ‘not be-
ing wanted’ that I had experienced with my 
mother, my relatives and in my village com-
munity gradually showed itself.

This wound, which had always been under-
neath everything (no matter what I did, no 
matter where I went, no matter what was 
good and beautiful in my life) and which I 
tried to avoid with all my might, now burst 
open and stopped me from functioning as I 
had before.

The extent of this hurt, the pain of already be-
ing ‘unwanted’ in my mother’s womb, over-
whelmed me. And it brought with it the sud-
den certainty of how my mother’s stress 
about this unwanted pregnancy, as well as 
her guilt, had shaped me from the moment of 
conception to the moment of birth and be-
yond.  

I was suddenly aware that my thoughts, my 
feelings and also the relationship to my body 
had been shaped by these very early experi-
ences. At the same time, I suddenly felt the 
strength to now face this pain. The first thing 
I became aware of was that I had never re-
ceived any confirmation that I was really 
wanted, that I was valuable and that I be-
longed, simply because I was there. 

It became clear to me how this pain still has 
an effect on my life. These deeply ingrained 
ways of thinking about myself and about my 
place in the world were primarily formed 
when I was born, as was my basic feeling of 
insecurity, as to whether I have any right to 
exist at all. These are not only due to individ-
ual traumatic experiences, but to my very 
first experiences of existence. 

I am aware today that my whole being was 
geared towards somehow being the way I 
thought I had to be, so that I could belong, be 
valuable and be loved. I also became aware 
that my actions hurt above all the people who 
see the lovable person in me, and from whom 
I hid in order not to be hurt again.

For me it was, and still is, difficult to accept 
that the transformation and healing that has 

been going on for so long is still not over, and 
that the process has uncovered even deeper 
layers of hurt and a deeper need for healing. 

Today I know that healing this deep wound 
from my birth is an ongoing process. Healing 
means accepting myself as I am in this mo-
ment, with my vulnerability, my anger, my 
helplessness - but also with joy, with happi-
ness and with light-heartedness. To really 
generate happiness and joy, I need a deep 
commitment to accept myself, and I need to 
constantly remind myself of this commit-
ment and renew it. 

The wounded child in me needs to 
experience herself differently, and this is 
only possible when I am fully aware of 
who I am in the here and now and can 

openly show myself as I am.

I heal the wound by listening to myself every 
day, because this living child in me continu-
ously expresses herself in my thoughts, feel-
ings and also my bodily symptoms. She wants 
to be heard, she wants to be allowed to ‘be 
here’ today and she needs me to take perma-
nent (lifelong) responsibility for her.

Asking myself every day what I can and want 
to do, reflecting on why I do things, say things 
and following a clear intention protects me 
(and my wounded inner child) from falling 
back into old strategies and repeating the 
trauma of the child as she was back then. 

Of course, I forget this again and again. Then 
it is a matter of coming back to myself with 
love and understanding. Today, whenever I 
can, I try to regard critical thoughts and de-
pressive moods as expressions of the pain of 
the inner child. All these thoughts are signs 
that I am disconnected from myself and that 
the trauma of the past is living on in the pres-
ent.  

Today I know that healing this deep wound 
from my birth is an ongoing process and that 
my task is to live as deeply connected with 
myself as possible, and to constantly focus my 
awareness on this. It isn’t easy, and it can 
quickly happen that I forget my own bound-
aries and lose sight of my needs. Life has 
taught me, and continues to teach me, that the 
only person who can give safety, security and 
love to my wounded inner child is me.

The practice of Qigong, touching the 
earth, silent and/or guided meditation and 

slowing down in everyday life are my 
‘protectors’ and my ‘companions’.

 A mother does not leave her child alone and 
is always there for her, and I owe this to my 
own inner child today.

In this sense, participating in the courses at 
the EIAB is also part of my responsibility and 
my commitment to know and love myself bet-
ter and better.

N.N. (Author known to the editors)
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  The Process of Healing the Inner Child

We all have a wounded child inside us.  
‘We want to end our suffering by sending the 
child to a deep place inside, and staying as far 
away as possible. But running away doesn’t 
end our suffering; it only prolongs it.  
The child needs our attention.’

For a long time I sent this child to a place deep 
inside myself and tried to keep it as far away 
as possible, which is what we all tend to do. I 
knew for many years that there were still 
things inside me I should look at, but I didn‘t 
know when I would be ready, and I didn‘t 
know how, because I was very afraid of  re-
lapsing into old emotional states. 

To illustrate this better, I will take you into 
the life of the child I am talking about. The 
second of three children, and the only girl, I 
grew up in the suburbs of a small town. By the 
time I was 18 months old, my parents had, 
with the financial support of their parents, 
been able to build a semi-detached house, and 
my mother wanted to give up work and take 
care of the family full-time. However, the 
building company went bankrupt with the 
result that the monthly payments for the 
house more than doubled, and my parents 

found themselves struggling financially. My 
mother had to go back to work and also give 
piano lessons in her spare time. But even 
with her income, money was scarce. I always 
sensed that she was very unhappy. She was 
stressed all the time and always came home 
from work exhausted. She hated having to 
cook on top of all this, everything had to be 
done in a hurry. There was a lot of shouting 
which she put down to her temperament. In 
the evenings, she rarely had time because she 
had to correct and prepare. Although she was 
a grammar school teacher she never really 
enjoyed it. On top of all this, the house had 
been left half-finished by the building compa-
ny and much of the building work had not 
been done properly. So my father had to do a 
lot of the work himself. This was also very 
stressful for my father, but it gave me a 
chance to learn a lot and I am grateful that I 
was able to acquire so many skills at this time.

As a child, I felt I was just extra work for my 
parents, and I didn‘t feel understood by any-
one. For example, when at the age of ten I said 
I wouldn‘t eat meat anymore because I didn‘t 
want animals to be killed, my mother always 
made comments like, this is just a mad phase, 

it will soon pass, and I can‘t cook differently 
just for you anyway; the negative comments 
kept coming. Then there were constant argu-
ments and fights between me and my brother 
who was three years older. He enjoyed scar-
ing me. Everything was talked about at the 
dinner table and I despised that. If I got a B at 
school, they would say she could do better, 
but doesn’t work hard enough, or something 
like that. Later, I deliberately repeated a class 
because of a friend who had bad marks at 
school. She was afraid that she would have to 
repeat the class because of her bad marks. 
Since I wanted to stay in the same class with 
her, I deliberately handed in blank pieces of 
paper in an assignment so that I would also 
get bad marks. But my friend received extra 
help from a teacher and was able to move on 
to the next year, whilst I had to repeat the 
class. 

We lived in our first house until I was twelve 
years old. I liked it there because I was always 
outside playing in the fields. My older broth-
er was, and this is not meant to be judgmen-
tal, my parents‘ problem child. Wherever he 
went trouble followed. He couldn‘t put him-
self in other people‘s shoes and always put his 

The Destitute Child 
 

Precious gems are everywhere in the cosmos 
and inside of every one of us. 

I want to offer a handful to you, my dear friend. 
Yes, this morning, I want to offer a handful to you, 

a handful of diamonds that glow from morning to evening. 
Each minute of our daily life is a diamond that contains sky and earth, sunshine and river. 

We only need to breathe gently for the miracle to be revealed: 
Birds singing, flowers blooming. 

Here is the blue sky, here is the white cloud floating, your lovely look, your beautiful smile. 
All these are contained in one jewel. 

You who are the richest person on Earth 
and behave like a destitute son, 

please come back to your heritage. 
Let us offer each other happiness and learn to dwell in the present moment. 

Let us cherish life in our two arms 
and let go of our forgetfulness and despair. 

 
Thich Nhat Hanh
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own interests first. He damaged or broke 
things, and my parents were constantly hav-
ing to go the school to discuss his behaviour. 
When he played I was only allowed to watch, 
but not to play with his things. He had no 
friends, and after one particular conflict he 
attempted suicide. After all that had hap-
pened, my father just wanted to leave that 
house. I had the impression that everything 
revolved around my brother and - incidental-
ly, also like my father - he was always protect-
ed and never to blame for anything. I remem-
ber that, unfortunately, the question of guilt 
was an important topic at home.

Then, without discussing it with my mother, 
my father bought a house outside the city. 
This house consisted of one main flat, and a 
granny flat. My brother got a room in the 
granny flat, so he was alone. This was very 
unpleasant for me because he started locking 
the door and I felt at his mercy. I felt aban-
doned by my parents and I was scared.  My lit-
tle brother was a few years younger than me 
and my mother was very busy with him. I felt 
a lot of anger inside me, and my mother and I 
just ended up shouting at each other. 

But back to my big brother. He was not only 
callous, but very sarcastic and crazy about 
weapons. He had acquired quite a few, such as 
a gas pistol and a blowpipe. In addition, we 
also had an air rifle at home.  Then he had the 
idea of playing Russian roulette with me, 
which amused him. Or he would put me in a 
chokehold. But what I found worse was that 
he had developed an interest in my body. I had 
already experienced abuse at the age of 
twelve. This involved an older man who had 
become a kind of surrogate grandpa after the 
death shortly before of my real grandfather. 
This man was a policeman and had a gun in 
the house which he showed me. I must have 
been afraid of him because of that. 

Every time my brother touched me, I would 
freeze. I think it was an instinctive and pro-
tective reaction of my body, just like a deer 
plays dead when it is in danger and sees no 
way out. But this rigidity, which accompanied 
me for a long time, meant that I was unable to 
defend myself against attacks. Although I 
tried with all my strength to make it clear that 
I did not want to be touched, I was unable to 
defend myself. Afterwards I blamed myself 
for not running away in such situations. As I 

was always very friendly to everyone and 
laughed a lot, this was often misunderstood 
by men.  

I often asked myself how I would ever be able 
to have a normal relationship with someone 
when my brother keeps groping me. Once I 
even wanted to run away, but my girlfriend 
never showed up, so I sat the whole day wait-
ing until I had to go back to my parents. The 
worst thing was, I couldn‘t talk to anyone. My 
brother threatened me and warned me not to 
say a word to anyone, and I was afraid of him. 

Then, after I fell unhappily in love, I came to 
see the whole world as enormous suffering. I 
didn‘t want to carry on. I was looking for the 
meaning of life, was it - work until you get 
physically ill? Or make it to retirement and 
then die? Why do people wage wars? Why do 
they destroy the earth? Why don‘t they learn 
from history? I thought to myself ‘No one 
ever asked me if I wanted to be born, and I 
don‘t want to be a burden to anyone....“, - so at 
the age of fourteen I swallowed my parents‘ 
entire medicine cabinet. The next day when I 
went back to hospital, an adult psychiatric 
ward, I was told there were probably so many 
different medicines that the effects cancelled 
each other out. From there I went to a child 
and adolescent psychiatric ward, where I was 
to be discharged after four to six weeks. 
That‘s when I thought, ‘No, I don‘t want to go 
back home, I‘ll just be at my brother‘s mercy 
again.’

So I had to do something to make them keep 
me there, because talking about what hap-
pened was not an option at that time. Before I 
could blink, a court order was in place, and I 
had to stay there. Unfortunately, that meant I 
was very much at the mercy of the doctors. 
They prescribed medication, I was forced to 
either take it or have it injected; and they 
were allowed to lock me up against my will. 
With short interruptions I was in psychiatric 
clinics for a total of almost three years. I was 
depressed and full of sadness. For a long time 
I felt tired of life.

After about a year and a half, I thought it 
would perhaps be a good idea to get help. I 
mustered up all my courage and for the first 
time told someone about what had happened 
with my brother. My parents were informed 
immediately, but at first they didn‘t believe 

met. My anger exploded and that night I 
smashed a window with a chair and ran away. 
I couldn‘t believe it, and I didn‘t want to live 
any more. A policeman, and a dog that bit me 
on the hip because I was running on the rail-
way tracks, pulled me away in the last second 
before the train rushed past. 

After a night in handcuffs at the police sta-
tion, I was locked in a secure room of the psy-
chiatric ward.  This was a small room with 
bulletproof glass windows, thick metal doors 
with a viewing window through which only 
the eyes and nose are visible, a plastic mat-
tress with a blanket with no sheets or cover. 
The policeman received an award for his ef-
forts and, even though it took a long time, I 
am now very grateful to him. For more than a 
year I was not allowed to go out into the fresh 
air. There was a courtyard garden, but as I 
was very athletic no one dared to go out with 
me. When I was allowed to go out again, I 
walked for hours in the forest. The forest was 
beautiful and I talked to the trees. I knew they 
wouldn’t tell anyone else.

Many of the staff at the clinic lacked humani-
ty and empathy. Yet there were some to whom 
I am very grateful. They recorded music for 
me, and I knew many songs by heart. When 
you are locked up for so long, you lose track 
of time. “You can lock me up, but you‘ll never 
get my mind,“ I used to think, and no one 
could take away the music and everything I 
had memorised. I was so full of rage!  I felt it 
was unfair that my brother was allowed to be 
at home and I was locked up. I felt like I had to 
atone for something. I refused to participate 
in therapy programmes and even after being 
there for a long time I still preferred to stay in 
my room as I didn‘t trust anyone. I didn‘t 
know any meditation techniques then, but af-
ter being alone for a long time, I would often 
just lay on the floor and look at the sky, which 
fortunately I could see through the window. 
Perhaps it was the emptiness that caused my 
self to dissolve, whatever it was I liked this 
state, detached from everything. 

After what felt like years of mooching around 
in a lifeless state, I was still there – despite 
having thrown a hairdryer into water. I 
thought to myself that it probably wasn’t yet 
time to end it all, but that if I decided to live, I 
would also have to give everything and not 
get constantly stuck in emotional states. I 
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didn‘t know how, where or in which direction 
to go, and I realised that it wouldn‘t be easy. 
Someone told me I would spend the rest of my 
life in psychiatric wards. I just thought I 
won‘t, you can‘t keep me locked up all my life!

Since I found that love and compassion were 
in short supply in most of the people who 
worked there, I thought I would get a job like 
them to really help people. However, it turned 
out to be very difficult to get rid of the stigma 
that comes with a history of psychiatric ill-
ness. I wanted to erase my time in psychiatric 
clinics from my CV. The world is so steeped in 
prejudice.  When I finally came of age the 
court order expired and I was allowed to 
leave very quickly. But I couldn‘t go to my par-
ents‘ house, as my brother was there. I start-
ed to look around at other institutions, but 
found they didn’t allow me to go to school. 
Then I found a residential community for 
young adults where there was a social work-
er as a contact person during the day. It was 
like a new world for me: I first had to get used 
to the fact that I could just open a window on 
the second floor. In the neighbourhood, there 
was a home for asylum seekers on one side 
and a residential community to resocialize 
adults on the other. So there was frequently 
something going on and the police were often 
round about. 

My flatmates were all using drugs and deal-
ing, so it turned out that I ended up taking 
drugs sooner than I really wanted. The previ-
ous years had been spent together just with 
other girls, and now here there were mainly 
men. The assaults and the freezing began 
again. I kept thinking, it‘s unbelievable what 
one person can endure. I read biographies of 
women who were sold for fifty euros by their 
parents and ended up in forced prostitution; 
of women who were raped during the war 
and of people who experienced terrible trau-
mas. Discovering that many people have ex-
perienced bad things and suffered trauma 
helped me a lot. I didn‘t feel alone. In the life 
of each of us there are things that have been 
very bad for us.

I now wanted to enrol at school; but I was told 
that they could only take a certain number of 
problem children per class. Although many 
were against it, fortunately I was accepted 
anyway. Within three years I had passed my 
A Levels, despite the many obstacles I had had 
to confront to begin with. At school I was 
threatened and ended up having to have po-
lice protection. It seemed to me like I lived in 
two totally different worlds. No one dared to 
come and visit me. Within the space of a year, 
my room, or rather my flat, was broken into 
twice. This happened when I didn‘t allow peo-
ple to stay in my flat, or asked for the return 

of my key, because I didn‘t want to get kicked 
out by the Youth Welfare Office. 

From the twelfth grade onwards, I finally 
made friends at school and was able to detach 
myself more and more from the old toxic en-
vironment and take care of myself.  All in all, 
it was a tough school. I could have gotten a 
hardship allowance and gone to the college 
instead, where they offered guitar lessons. 
But I didn‘t want any benefits based on a past 
that had passed. None of my siblings had 
studied before and I wanted to make my fa-
ther proud, so I enrolled at university. There, 
too, I met wonderful people. I was able to 
study, ultimately also thanks to the support 
of my dear parents.  For many years now I 
have been helping other people and doing my 
work with love and compassion. I am lucky 
that I don‘t see my work as work, but as a 
beautiful task that I am allowed to do and for 
which I am very grateful.  

So much for the life of my child.  However, the 
practice of the inner child is not limited to my 
own inner child, but extends to include pre-
vious generations who have inherited the 
same emotional habits, borne them and 
passed them on. If we do not take care of our 
own child, there is a chance we will pass on 
these habits to our own children. This made 
me think, and since I became a mother myself, 
I have seen how habits from the past repeat 
themselves. I want to transform these habits 
and embrace the pain. I can‘t change my past, 
but I can change the way I deal with it. It‘s 
about an inner transformation. I also believe 
that through the practice we can alleviate the 
suffering of others by including them in our 
meditation. 

What practice did I use?

After my first visit to EIAB and the course on 
Non-violent Communication, I was curious 
about the Plum Village practice. I wanted to 
join a retreat led by the brothers and sisters 
to experience, see and learn how they prac-
tice and live. So I joined the retreat “Healing 
and Beginning Anew - Finding Inner Bal-
ance“ with Thay Phap An and Sr Song 
Nghiem. At the retreat I learned walking 
meditation, touching the earth, deep relax-
ation, Qi Gong, eating meditation, work med-
itation and sitting meditation. This retreat 
also began with a beautiful ceremony, as the 
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monks and nuns chanted ‘Namo Avalokitesh-
vara’.  As Thay explains, when we listen mind-
fully to the chanting the name of the Bodhi-
sattva Avalokiteshvara, the Bodhisattva of 
Great Compassion, it is a healing practice. All 
the retreatants then burned a piece of paper, 
with their aspiration written on it, at the foot 
of the stupa. Inspired by the course, I imme-
diately discovered the bodhisattva ideal in 
myself. I found this such a beautiful aspira-
tion that I wrote it on my piece of paper.

And then I was back home and thought to my-
self, what now, where do you start? How can I 
fit a regular practice into my already busy ev-
eryday life? After a long search, I found a pod-
cast by a Zen meditation teacher who focused 
mainly on building up a meditation practice. 
No matter what I read, which lecture or audio 
book by Thay I listened to, which podcast 
about meditation: in the end it always came 
down to the practice being the most import-
ant thing, much more important than reading 
about it. You can always listen to Dharma 
talks and let their rain fall on you. I find the 
effect often comes later, when I start to real-
ise, understand and see things differently. I 
even found sitting for five minutes really 
hard in the beginning. I was always in pain 
and physical discomfort. But it got better. I 
looked at what Thay did in the beginning. He 
memorised gathas. So I started to build up a 
daily practice of getting up earlier in the 
morning, reciting gathas during the day, do-
ing either a short breathing meditation at 
work or walking meditation at lunchtime, 
and deep relaxation at home a couple of times 
a week. In the evening I tried doing a longer 
meditation. At the beginning, I always used 
the Plum Village app and looked at the differ-
ent practice centres and sanghas to see what 
practice they had available online. 

I had heard about the practice of the inner 
child, but still felt a certain barrier or resis-
tance. So I practised loving kindness for quite 
a while first; it suited me better and I find met-
ta so beautiful. I found it difficult to sit still as 
my mind was always wanting to go some-
where else, so to start with I only did guided 
meditations. Now I enjoy still meditation, es-
pecially in the morning. I also practised deep 
relaxation a lot. Then, when I was looking for 
a longer meditation, I found “Befriending 
Our Inner Child“ by Phap Lai. In the introduc-
tion he says that if we come into contact with 

trauma or feel resistance, we should stop or 
come back to the mountain that gives us sta-
bility. I was excited, and when in the medita-
tion I stood in front of the child‘s house, I was 
nervous and found it strange, but I wanted to 
meet my child. However, my visit took the 
child by surprise, which meant the first 
words weren’t so easy:

“Hello, I am you as an adult and I am very hap-
py to meet you. It‘s been a long time. Would it 
be all right for you if I came in and we spent 
some time together?“

I was able to tell my dear child how sorry I 
was for leaving her alone for so long, that I 
would be there to listen to her from now on 
and that she could turn to me at any time. We 
walked hand in hand along the beach, bare-
foot along the wet sand with our feet in the 
water, and I felt the contact with nature and 
the connection with my child. When I was a 
child we never went on holiday, so I had nev-
er been to the beach as a child, but it was a 
wonderful feeling to walk there together, and 
it made me happy. I told the child she didn‘t 
need to feel she had missed out on anything 
through being locked up in her youth. There 
is time enough: we have the present moment 
to catch up together and I will show her ev-
erything. The child did not speak to me, but 
we understood each other wonderfully with-
out words, on the emotional level. I told her 
not to feel ashamed or bad about what hap-
pened, or how things went, that causes and 
conditions lead to certain things happening, 
but she is not to blame for anything. I can find 
the child at any time, in meditation, invite her 
to walks with me in nature, ask her to come 
and share a beautiful place. Before I leave, I 
lovingly embrace my child and squeeze her 
hand. As adults we know we have survived, 
and can deal with any painful feelings locked 
in the past through our practice, knowing we 
can return to the present at any moment. We 
can protect our child because we have the sta-
bility of an adult and can look at situations 
without fear and with compassion. This was 
my first contact with my inner child and it felt 
good; afterwards I sat in silence for a while, 
with a feeling of inner joy.

Meditation on the five-year-old child

Now that I had met my own child, I developed 
a much deeper understanding and interest in 
my parents‘ childhood. I knew that they had 
also experienced suffering as children.  
Each of us has a wounded child inside us!  
My father was born in the Second World War 
with the ruins of war for a playground. Thay 
guides us in our practice with the five-year-
old child in me and my parents:

‘Breathing in, I see myself as a five year 
old child. 

Breathing out, I smile at the five year old 
child in me with compassion.’

Or we can just use key words:

Me, five years old. 
Smile with compassion

Father, five years old. 
Smile with compassion 

Mother, five years old. 
Smile with compassion

This has increased my compassion for my 
parents, and I have started to ask them about 
their childhood, which they had previously 
hardly ever mentioned. I have also tried to 
find out more about my ancestors. My father 
was an only child, and his parents had both 
passed away by the time I was born, so I know 
very little about them. I hope that you will 
also have the opportunity to talk to your par-
ents and strengthen your compassion and 
understanding! This is still possible even if 
they have already passed away, then you can 
breathe peacefully together with them.

Embracing the ‘block of pain’

At an online retreat with Thay Phap An and 
Sr Song Nghiem, the evening programme in-
cluded a meditation in which we embraced 
ourselves with loving kindness and compas-
sion while being guided through the different 
stages of childhood. When I arrived at my 
youth, I felt it didn‘t exist. But I had lived as a 
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teenager. I just had to cry and cry. “Don‘t 
make such a fuss,“ an inner voice said. But 
when I just allowed the feelings to come and 
allowed myself to simply be with them, and 
was able to just embrace myself, it felt good 
and I think that was the beginning of healing. 
The whole thing doesn‘t happen in one go and 
I have to keep going back to my inner child. 
But now I know how to practice, holding the 
suffering and inner pain really does bring 
healing. If you haven‘t done it yet, I can really 
recommend it. The next day a friend gave me 
an article by Thay with a photo of him hold-
ing a calligraphy in his hands: ‘The tears I 
shed yesterday have become rain’. It helped 
me understand that the practice is the right 
way. It made me happy, and moved me to tears 
again. I am the whole universe, the whole uni-
verse is in me. 

Now I could participate in the course ‘Hon-
ouring the Inner Child - Healing Yourself 
with Mindfulness and Compassion’ with a 
feeling of optimism.  Having already made 
contact with my inner child, I was looking 
forward to it.

‘You have forgotten your childhood. From 
the depths of your soul she woos you. She 

will make you suffer until you hear her.’ 
Hermann Hesse

I have learned that in situations of danger the 
body responds in three different ways: flight, 
fight or freeze, and that the latter is the most 
unfavourable, as it becomes a deeply in-
grained response in the body. Denying it is 
there just makes it stronger. Another chal-
lenge, I thought. The course contained many 
very beautiful meditations and I was again 
able to embrace the pain and hold it for quite 
a while. I can only manage to concentrate so 
deeply when I start with my breathing, then 
relax the body, let the energy sink down and 
then face and embrace the pain. 

The 16 exercises on awareness of the breath-
ing suggested by the Buddha can be found in 
the Anapanasati Sutra.

The fruits of the practice

I am often unsure if I am practising correctly. 
I try to open my mind to the practice and wel-
come everything that comes. There is no 
judgement or evaluation. I have no expecta-
tions and am happy for whatever happens. If 
one day I am not so successful at sinking into 
emptiness, then I try again later. I think regu-
lar practice plays a big role. I try to bring 
mindfulness into all aspects of my daily life 
in order to have an anchor to come back to. I 
have the feeling practicing mindful listening 
allows me to listen to others better, and it has 
a positive, and healing effect on people. I have 
more peace and calm within myself, I judge 
much less and am not so self-critical. I recog-
nise my anger and am no longer at its mercy 
quite so much. Through mindfulness I have 
now found a brief moment before I react, 
which gives me the freedom not to react and 
not to allow myself to be controlled by my 
emotions, for example by leaving the room, 
or first taking a breath so that I don‘t say any-
thing that could hurt others or that I regret 
later. And I try to smile at the anger so that it 
becomes smaller. Thanks to deep relaxation 
and Qi Gong, which I now practise almost dai-
ly with great pleasure, I have a much better 
relationship with my body. I am only at the be-
ginning, and I think many things need time 
and practice. But now first contact has been 
made, I dare to return to the wounded child. 
Each experience will be different and lead to 
healing. I am convinced that inner transfor-
mation can take place.

I wish you all good luck and good progress on 
the path of transforming and healing your in-
ner child and with your practice. May you be 
peaceful, healthy and light, and experience 
the roots of deep happiness. We all have the 
Buddha nature within us, we forget it all too 
easily. Practice and awaken your Buddha!

I would like to thank my family for their un-
derstanding, love and support and giving me 
the space I need to practise.

Thank you, my dear teachers, venerable 
Thay, venerable Thay Phap An, venerable Sr 
Song Nghiem, venerable Sr Bi Nghiem, vener-
able Br. Phap Xa, venerable Br. Phap Cu and 
all the brothers and sisters (who do so much 
work in the background!!!) and the noble 
Sangha for the practice together, the wonder-
ful retreats and turning of the Dharma wheel!

With deep gratitude from a lay practitioner of the 
EIAB Sangha
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       The Practice of Touching the Earth  

The practice of touching the earth is my fa-
vourite practice. After touching the earth, I 
always feel how my heart opens to everyone, 
and all beings. I feel light, reverent, and hum-
ble. I know that if I practise often and regular-
ly, I can first help myself a great deal, and then 
afterwards I can help other people.  

When we first arrived in Waldbröl from 
Plum Village to start the EIAB, our teacher 
Thay asked us to practise touching the earth 
more often. Because when we come to a new, 
strange place, we always have fears, worries, 
ignorance and restlessness within us. We feel 
like strangers in the new environment. 

Once, when we visited a Buddhist pagoda on 
Lake Constance, the Abbot asked us to touch 
the earth before the land ancestors there. In 
the Plum Village tradition our practice of 
touching the earth takes a different form, but 
we see that all Buddhist traditions practice 
touching the earth before their spiritual and 
land ancestors.

Especially in this difficult time, we need to 
practise touching the earth more often and 
intensively than before. 

In the past, in Vietnam and China, when the 
country and its people were confronted with 
difficult situations such as disasters, floods, 
plagues and pandemics, the kings, political 
and spiritual leaders, together with the en-
tire population, would practise touching the 
earth to begin anew in mind and body.

When we touch the earth, we first want to re-
lease all our negative energies such as fear, 
worry, anxiety, anger, difficulties we have, 
our bad karma, negative aspects of our desti-
ny etc. to the earth, and let go of everything 
that is difficult for us to bear - not only our 
karma in this life but also our karma from 
previous lives. We touch the earth to let ev-
erything negative flow out, and we stand up 
renewed with fresh energy.

Since the moment evolution began, since we 
were single-cell organisms, we have all of us 
come from the earth. And when we die, we 
will also return to the earth. Mother Earth 
has given birth to us. And when we leave this 
life, we will return to Mother Earth - as ashes, 
as minerals, as dust, as earth. 

The practice of touching the earth also in-
volves going to our mother, connecting with 
the energy of the mother, in order to receive 
comfort and protection. Just like a homeless 
child that feels safe, secure and stable as soon 
as it finds its mother.  

Before I became a nun, I would touch the 
earth three times before the Buddha altar ev-
ery morning before I went to work. I did not 
always ask for the same thing every time I 
touched the earth; it depended on how I was 
feeling that morning. Sometimes I needed 
protection and strength, or security or stabil-
ity, in which case I this is what I would ask the 
Buddhas and Bodhisattvas for. If, on the other 
hand, I wanted to practise a particular virtue 

that day, such as opening my heart to accept 
everyone with compassion and acceptance, 
or I wanted to practise patience or loving 
speech, then I would make a vow and ask the 
Buddhas and Bodhisattvas to recognise my 
vow and support me in it. 

In the evening before going to bed, I would 
touch the earth in front of the Three Jewels to 
thank them for the day, and especially to ex-
press my regrets for my mistakes and short-
comings that day and make a promise to do 
better the following day!

However, I only learned the practice of touch-
ing the earth in order to acknowledge and ac-
cept the suffering and all the negative ele-
ments of my birth family, and to transform 
them, from our teacher in Plum Village.

I still remember very clearly that day when I 
first learned about the Five Earth Touchings 
at New Hamlet. We were divided into three 
groups according to language (English, 
French, and Vietnamese). All three groups 
were in the New Hamlet meditation hall at the 
same time and each group heard the text for 
Touching the Earth in their own language. 
Although we also listened to the words of the 
ritual in the other languages too, we listened 
with all our hearts.

I thought of my father, of all the beatings I got 
from him when I was little, of how harshly he 
brought me up, of how afraid I was of him, 
but I also remembered all the good he had 

Retreat 
Touching the 
Earth
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done for us, his children. Before, because of 
my hurt, I had seen nothing good about my fa-
ther. Now however, all of a sudden, I opened 
my heart and saw my father washing my 
clothes by hand for me until I was 18 (we 
didn‘t have a washing machine at home then), 
so that I would have time to rest after school. 
I had forgotten that my father took a second 
job in the evening for several years so that we 
could all attend better schools like the Centre 
Culturelle de Française, the Goethe Institute, 
the English School, and how he ruined his 
health as a result. At the age of 60, he died of 
heart and kidney failure, and a stroke.

I had forgotten how bravely my father had 
fought to ensure the students at his school 
learned good discipline and morals (my fa-
ther was the headmaster of the largest high 
school in Vietnam). He had no thought for his 
own safety, and always jumped in to stop 
physical quarrels between his students. I sud-
denly realised how my father had strived to 
create a way of life based on responsibility, 
moral order, modesty and helpfulness. It was 
only because of his own strict upbringing 
that he had not always been able to express 
his love for us, his children, in a good way. As 
children we only saw him as a strict, nasty fa-

ther and ignored all his good qualities. In the 
middle of touching the earth, I cried like nev-
er before. I reconciled myself with my father 
and told him in silence: 

‘Father, I love you, I appreciate you very 
much, please forgive me!’

Today, after 17 years as a nun, it is still the 
same: every time I bow to the earth before the 
Buddha altar, I feel happiness, gratitude, re-
spect, appreciation and especially humility 
inside me. For me, this is the best practice for 
cultivating non-self: 

I touch the earth, and feel connected to 
all our ancestors and descendants!

Sr. Song Nghiem
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Here you will find guidance on how to prac-
tice:

1. In gratitude to our parents who gave us life, 
we bow deeply to the Three Jewels.

[Bell] We touch the earth.

2. In gratitude to our teachers who teach us to 
love, understand and live in the present mo-
ment, we bow deeply to the Three Jewels.

[Bell] We touch the earth.

3. In gratitude to our friends who guide us on 
the path and support us in difficult moments, 
we bow deeply to the Three Jewels in the ten 
directions.

[Bell] We touch the earth. 

4. In gratitude to all beings in the animal, 
plant and mineral worlds who support our 
lives and make our world beautiful, we bow 
deeply to the Three Jewels.

[Bell 2x] We touch the earth.

Thầy has recommended to our Sangha that 
we renew the practice of the four earth touch-
ings and add the fifth earth touching to this 
noble practice: 

In the fifth earth touching, we dedicate our 
respect, gratitude and appreciation to our 
monastics*, Order of interbeing members 

and our lay practitioners (Buddhist or 
non-Buddhist). 

Thầy experienced so much fulfillment and 
happiness from all his students practicing 
the mindfulness practices (Buddhists or 
non-Buddhists, even if we are not yet a Bud-
dha. 

Thầy expressed this in the following words:

“No matter where you are and what you are 
doing in the world (...), if you manage to trans-
form suffering for yourself and others, if you 
devote yourself - according to your possibili-
ties and your task - to the service of the Sang-
ha or your community, you deserve my bow! 
Each one of you deserves my bow!

I am very grateful that you are my students, 
that you are helping me to spread the Dhar-
ma. You follow the same ideals as I do and are 
therefore my spiritual followers. I realize 
that in the future my work will continue in 
different, manifold ways through you, wher-
ever you are.“

When we are not living as monks or nuns, we 
can apply the fifth touching to our children 
and grandchildren:

“My dear children, thank you for choosing 
me as your father/mother. You enrich my life. 
Through you I experience the love of a father/
mother for their children. Thanks to you I 
have learned and grown a lot. Thanks to you, 

I and the whole ancestral line will be able to 
carry on into the future. 

Following Thầy‘s recommendation, I would 
still like to make this fifth earth touching part 
of my practice:

5. In gratitude to all‘ our students, children, 
grandchildren, all practitioners who walk the 
path of transformation and healing to allevi-
ate their own suffering and the suffering in 
the world, we bow deeply to the Three Jewels.

[Bell 2x] We touch the earth.

How would you like to integrate the earth 
touchings into your life?

May they support you in your personal  
situation

Would you like to bring new, fresh energy 
into the collective situation and connect with 
Mother Earth and feel your ancestors and de-
scendants?

I wish you much joy in your practice.

Sr. Song Nghiem
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I grew up in a family that by and large was 
quite a happy one. I have many siblings and 
our parents lived in great harmony with each 
other. 

When I was small, I was often allowed to go to 
the Buddhist temple. There I would light the 
incense stick and touch the earth before the 
Buddha altar. My parents brought us up so 
that we could do this every day, even at home 
we would light the incense stick and touch 
the earth before the Buddha altar. As a child I 
only did, or imitated, what my parents told 
me to do. However, even in puberty it became 

clear to me that I spent more time at school, 
then later at university and earning a living, 
than I did going to the Buddhist temple. Even 
when I did go to the temple and my parents 
told me I should join my palms and bow be-
fore the Buddha statue, I would hesitate and 
did not experience pleasant feelings. It felt as 
though I was begging for something and I 
didn’t like this act of what seemed like beg-
ging. 

Later, luckily, I met my teacher Thich Nhat 
Hanh, and he explained the practice of touch-
ing the earth to us (= new term that Thay 

chose for prostrations). Now I understand 
what it is about. I have deepened my under-
standing of the practice of touching the earth, 
and the more I learn and the more I practice, 
the more I value this practice.  For me touch-
ing the earth is a ceremony, which no spiritu-
al tradition should be without. Regardless of 
the external form we chose for touching the 
earth, it is always full of deep and valuable 
meaning. 

In the time of the historical Buddha the nuns 
and monks always prostrated themselves 
three times before him each time they greet-

Lay phat xong long minh chan chua tinh thuong, lay xong minh thay khoe.  
Lay xuong minh thay tat ca noi kho niem dau cua minh tan bien het.  

 
Nghe xong minh thay minh ung dung duoc gi thi minh ung dung. 
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who I earlier thought it would be impossible 
to forgive. It is really true, that with touching 
the earth we can direct our body and minds 
towards a new beginning. When someone 
creates difficulties for me in everyday life 
through their speech or behaviour, then I 
avoid contact with them and find it difficult to 
look at them. But I don’t allow my resentment 
to overwhelm me and make me suffer. Every 
time I enter the meditation hall, my practice 
is to turn to the Buddha altar and to bow. This 
means: I focus on the pure and healing life of 
the Buddha. Every day I water the seeds of 
love and compassion in myself to strengthen 
the Buddha nature within me.

Sr. Chieu Nghiem 

would hurt my parents deeply. When I was 
young, I felt this was wrong and told my 
mother that we should not allow these people 
to visit us. I often thought: “My relatives are 
so bad I cannot accept them, and I don’t want 
anything more to do with them. Isn’t it possi-
ble to somehow change my family name?” I 
very often had this type of unwise thoughts!

Since I have been practising touching the 
earth, thanks to the instructions of our teach-
er, I recognise that I have been lucky with my 
ancestors and relatives. Even though my an-
cestors and my relatives have negative quali-
ties, they also have good qualities as well. 
Thanks to them I had the opportunity to en-
counter and study the Dharma. I can also see, 
that I am not alone, but am connected to oth-
ers in many ways. I am not only connected to 
my biological family, but also to my spiritual 
family. When I see people come to the EIAB to 
learn and practise the Dharma, then in some 
way I also feel a deep connection with them. 
When I was on a pilgrimage in India, I was 
also deeply moved by the people with whom I 
shared this very special journey.

After becoming a nun, I felt very homesick 
for my biological family. But after looking 
deeply I felt a deep connection with my new 
spiritual family. Even though we don’t come 
from the same biological family, we share the 
same ideals and a common practice. I recog-
nise that I have a very large spiritual family. I 
am so rich, I am so happy. 

Touching the earth I feel connected with all 
my ancestors and descendants, as well as my 
biological and spiritual families. I feel re-
spect and love. I can now reconcile with those 

ed him, addressed him or received the teach-
ings from him. 

These are the three prostrations that stu-
dents of the Buddha continued to practice af-
ter he had entered nirvana. This enabled 
them to cultivate the feeling that the Buddha 
is still with them. 

These three prostrations are called the pros-
trations before the three jewels and have con-
tinued to be passed on down to the present 
day. And the more we continue to practice 
them, the more we will experience the deep 
meaning of touching the earth.  With the first 
touching of the earth we cultivate a feeling of 
deep respect for the Buddha and for all past 
spiritual teachers. With the second touching 
of the earth we bow down before the Dharma. 
We express our respect and our gratitude for 
the Buddha’s teachings. With the third touch-
ing of the earth we bow down before the 
Sangha, the community that lives an awak-
ened life in mindfulness, in harmony with 
others and practises in accordance with the 
teachings of the Buddha. 

The practice of touching the earth is now 
deeply ingrained in me. When I first prac-
tised, and felt compassion and love rise from 
deep in my heart, I was deeply moved and 
cried. 

The fifth touching the earth says: “I touch the 
earth with understanding and compassion, to 
reconcile myself with those who have caused 
suffering to me and my loved ones… I open 
my heart in the knowledge that these people 
have also experienced much suffering, have 
not been happy and have perhaps never been 
truly loved and cared for. Perhaps they have 
been treated unjustly and abused or some-
thing similar, so their hearts have become 
full of pain, anger and hate.”

When I practise this 5th touching the earth, I 
feel the desire to reconcile. I no longer want 
to feel hate and anger towards those who 
have caused me and my family suffering.

Previously, I saw how some of my relatives in-
flicted great pain on my parents. When they 
needed help from my parents they would flat-
ter them in order to get what they wanted. 
However, as soon as my parents had given 
their help everything would change and they 
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A few years ago I was sitting in the dining 
room of the Domicilium in Weyarn; it was my 
first retreat with friends from the EIAB and 
the Munich Sangha. I was looking at a beauti-
ful Japanese ink painting of flying cranes 
hanging on the wall. I knew at that moment 
that I wanted to learn this kind of painting, 
no, much more, study it, surrender to it. This 
technique, called sumi-e (black ink painting), 
has become my greatest joy and my basic 
meditation practice. Sumi-e is a Zen practice, 
and is practised in conjunction with sitting 
meditation. The painting captures moments, 
snippets, the true essence of the painted ob-
ject. The painter enters into a deep connec-
tion with the object, which is usually a land-
scape, plant or animal.

So when Sister Song Nghiem asked me last 
year if I could design the cover for the new 
edition of I Touch the Earth, I felt a lot of joy. 
We decided the cover would be in colour - in 
coloured Japanese ink, watercolours and 
aquarelle - to make the book design very joy-
ful. It was clear to me that this process would 
also be a form of meditation and mindfulness 
practice.

Touching the earth as Thay describes it in 
this book has been a very important part of 
my practice for many years, and I am full of 
gratitude that Thay uses this practice to teach 
us of his unwavering love for our planet. 

Every single day of my life I am allowed to 
marvel at this beautiful earth, the creation, 
the divine, the ineffable, the numinous… and 
draw energy and joy from it. 

What a gift and mystery at the same time.

When I lie on the earth, touch it, breathe out, 
stretch my back, and feel my head touch the 
ground, then I experience oneness with all 
this. I am the earth, a small embodied part of 
creation.

Our earth is always there, just like our 
breath. Despite all the harm we inflict on our 
planet, it remains a source of comfort, joy and 
life for us. 

For me personally, touching the earth 
means stillness and peace.

So I found it really fulfilling to design and 
paint the pictures for the book cover, because 
I feel a personal connection with every aspect 
of them, every plant, every mountain and ev-
ery person. I know almost everyone shown 
on the cover. The whole sangha helped take 
photos as templates, balls were lifted into the 
sky so I could transform these scenes into a 
blue planet, friends touched the earth on 
mountain tops and sent me the pictures, I 
studied photographs from the EIAB and Plum 
Village to make sure I was being true to the 
practice, a sangha friend designed the layout, 
and much more.

What a joy for us all as we held the book 
in our hands for the first time!

I wish that as inhabitants of this earth we nev-
er forget, or possibly relearn, to touch the 
earth. Whether this is in meditation, on a 
spiritual path, hiking, eating and consuming 
mindfully, stroking an animal, (not) picking a 
flower, or looking at one of our fellow human 
beings and feeling oneness: it is the source of 

our joy, compassion, love and commitment to 
the continuation of our planet.

‘Today I left a few flowers unplucked; their 
lives are my gift to you.’

Christian Morgenstern

Sabine Nimz, Sangha Phù Đổng Thiên 
Vương/Hall in Tirol
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       Online – being close
Dear Thầy, dear brothers and sisters, dear 
Sangha! 

I’m very happy to tell you something about 
our Online Retreat guided by Thay Phap An 
and Sister Song Nghiem last April (22nd-
25th).

At first, together with my Sangha friend Pino 
we had tried to organize a Retreat with our 
beloved Teachers in Italy as we already did in 
the past years. However, because of the pan-
demic we thought it could be safer to be on-
line this time. That’s why we asked our 
friends Stefano and Letizia from Avalokita 
Practice Centre for some help in this new ex-
perience.  Stefano, Letizia and Pino wonder-
fully organized and managed the Retreat to-
gether with the Brothers and Sisters in EIAB. 
I feel very grateful to all of them!

This time I could not be in the organization 
team. I just helped informing our local Sang-
has about the Retreat. And I can tell you that 
the first reaction to the news was not very en-
couraging. Some people told us: “Sorry, I’m 
not going to join you” because they still find 
difficult to take part to online events or stay 
hours in front of a computer. As you can 
imagine, we did not expect a large participa-
tion. However, thanks to the practice of mind-
fulness growing inside us and also to the very 
good promotion made by our Avalokita 
friends, many Italian people registered for 
the Retreat eventually. Most of them were old 
friends attending local Italian Sanghas but 

also new friends decided to join the group. 
And many other German friends were there 
too.

As a result, the Online Retreat was a great ex-
perience! During the Retreat I personally felt 
a very strong connection to our Teachers and 
to all the participants even though we were 
far away from each other. Moreover, during 
the practices and the teachings I could feel 
strong emotions and clear understanding. 
And many friends told me they had the same 
experience. 

Also the online sharings in small groups 
were deep and inspiring: being virtually to-
gether did not represent an obstacle to open 
our hearts. This was surprising too: every-
body realized that Sharing is a very import-
ant part of our practice. No matter where you 
are.

Finally, I’d like to say that together with my 
Sangha friends Pino, Adriana, Tonio, Angela, 
Amelia, Ilaria, Massimiliano and many oth-
ers we know that our local Sanghas practic-
ing together regularly are growing more and 
more. During this Online Retreat an import-
ant learning step for me - and I guess for 
many other people - is that you can practice 
everywhere and anytime you can breath in 
and out. As our Teacher Thich Nhat Hanh 
says: “Breathing and mindfulness are always 
available”.

We all feel very grateful to our Teachers 
Thay Phap An and Sister Song Nghiem for 
showing us the way joyfully and tirelessly.

With much love and deep gratitude, a smile to 
you  

Carla

Retreat 
Italian 
Sangha
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I feel in Thay Phap An the same substance as 
in Thich Nhat Hanh: his delicacy, his generos-
ity and his mastery in deepening the Dharma 
and offering it. Another very important as-
pect they have in common: having at their 
side a female figure who completes them: Sis-
ter Chan Kong in the case of Thay and Sister 
Song Nghiem close to Phap An. Two figures 
honored, recognized and valued in their 
bursting, vital, necessary, caring, intelligent 
and fresh role.

I think that Thay Phap An‘s teaching should 
be spread to the maximum of the Sangha‘s 
possibilities and his teachings should be pro-
moted with conviction and determination as 

long as he lives on Earth and can teach. Bud-
dhism teaches us to honor impermanence: I 
therefore believe that in the here and now 
there is one thing to do as soon as possible: to 
publish his teachings starting from the re-
treat “How to cross the difficult times of life“ 
in which we participated last April. I imagine 
the texts accompanied by his diagrams (the 
ones he does on the blackboard) and photo-
graphs of the Qi Gong sequences performed 
by him and the Sister.

In their teaching it is clear the importance 
given to the body that has the same weight as 
the mind and heart. The exercises done in 
awareness heal the body, strengthen it, put us 

       Fresh Teaching
in a position to overcome energy blocks, to 
overcome obstacles, to root ourselves in the 
Earth and go towards the meeting with the 
sky and the whole universe.  

THANK YOU, always thanks to our teachers 
and to those who are committed so that these 
teachings can reach us.

Clara Mantica, Milan Sangha / May 2021

We organized the first retreat with Thay 
Phap An and Sister Song Nghiem in the 
Spring of 2017. I still remember it with joy, the 
location was immersed in the countryside of 
our beautiful southern Italy region, Puglia, 
full of ancient olive trees and small, coni-
cal-shape rural buildings, our white “trulli”. 
From that year on we had another two re-
treats in Puglia with our dear EIAB’s teach-
ers, in 2018 and 2019.  

Last year, due to Covid-19, we were obliged to 
cancel the already planned retreat but this 
year Thay Phap An and Sister Song Nghiem 
were again with us, waking up our bodies in 
the morning with their energetic qigong and 
guiding us along the path of the cultivation of 
joy, the positive path of self-realization mod-
elled upon the life of the Buddha. All of this 
was obviously online but the good news is 
that the retreat was exceptionally intense 
and involving and even people who at the be-
ginning were a little bit skeptical about how 
effective could be an online retreat sent us 
messages full of gratitude and satisfaction af-
ter its conclusion.

The organization of the retreat was a smooth 
process, my dear friend Carla managed most 
of the contacts with EIAB while I supported 
Stefano from the Italian practice center 
Avaloikita in defining all the practical issues 
related to the retreat program, organization 
and communication. Stefano has a long and 
solid experience in managing online events 
and retreats so it was very easy to arrange the 
technical issues and all worked at best during 
the retreat days. We were able to provide Ital-
ian interpretation for all the practices, 
thanks to Margherita, Miriam and myself 
and I am happy that our work was appreciat-
ed by everybody!

This retreat was special for me, I have always 
felt a deep connection with the teachings of 
Thay Phap An and this time, notwithstanding 
the physical distance, this feeling has even 
been more profound. What I feel is that he 
speaks from his inner spiritual experience, 
not from an intellectual level; in his words I 
not only feel his mind but also his body and 
heart and this moves me a lot. 

       Crossing the Path of Joy  
I think that all of us are learning a lot from 
living in a time of pandemic: how to face fear, 
anxiety and the concrete difficulties of life, 
how to reorganize the social and family life, 
how to nurture our Sangha and our practice, 
how to support our beloved ones. This in-
tense retreat further strengthened my faith 
in the path of the Buddha, as a way for culti-
vating joy, understanding and compassion 
and thus overcoming suffering and difficul-
ties.

With much love and gratitude,

Pino Creanza 
True Spring Faithfulness
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Memories of the  
Vriendenhuis Nooitgedacht

In the years that followed many other events 
took place. All the ‚different‘ groups in Hol-
land were invited to organize retreats and 
days of mindfulness - all in the tradition of 
Thay. To name but a few of them: Wake Up, 
Order of Interbeing, meetings for organiz-
ers, the Foundation “Leven in Aandacht“, the 
Sangha for Families, local Sanghas, and last 
but not least, many monks and nuns from the 
EIAB and Plum Village in France. The nuns 
and monks came either to lead retreats or 
just to stay at the Vriendenhuis while leading 
retreats in other parts of Holland, as well as 
for some lazy days, which gave them the op-
portunity to see and admire Dutch tulips. All 
these activities helped create the accumula-
tion of Plum Village energy from which all 
the groups benefited and contributed to.

 
 

A simple approach

Marjolijn van Leeuwen and Paula van Pijpen 
were the driving forces behind the Vrienden-
huis, assisted by volunteers who took care of 
building maintenance and the garden, and 
helped at weekends and mindfulness days. 
For Paula and Marjolijn the low-threshold ac-
cess was especially important: reasonable 
prices, donations, and the reminder that you 
enter the house as a friend, not a guest. It took 
some time for people to get used to and adapt 
to these principles. At the beginning one 
friend, who later developed deep gratitude 
for this approach, said, “Marjolijn and Paula 
are not here for us; they don‘t come over to 
help us.“ Later she found she had the freedom 
to do things the way that suited her best and 
to find fulfilment her own way. She was invit-
ed as a friend, not a guest. This approach was 
very successful!

 
 

Letting go and finding a new path

As the conditions are no longer sufficient to 
support it, the Vriedenhuis has had to close 
its doors for good. Can this really be true? 
Yes, the physical house has closed and been 
sold. However, the Sangha lives on. Different 
groups have held dream sessions with the 
question ‘What do we wish for as a Sangha?’ 
New practitioners have formed a group to 
find a new place for a centre. The group is 
called the “Beehive“ and consists of people 
from the Order of Interbeing, the Leven in 
Aandacht Foundation, and Wake-Up. We are 
taking all the good and positive things that oc-
curred in the Vriendenhuis, and are walking 
on a new path to a new centre.

Partial translation of an article written by Maria 
Ruiters of the Foundation ‘Leven in Aandacht’ for 
the Mindfulness Bell in spring 2021.

Eleven years ago the Vriendenhuis Nootgedacht, a small centre in the Plum Village tradition, opened. The first 
big event, with a big party tent and lots of visitors, was a weekend with Sister Jina and a group of nuns. The 

first day of their visit saw the official inauguration of the centre and on the second day there was a ceremony 
to transmit the 14 Mindfulness Trainings - a wonderful party!

A broad range of activities
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Mindful Search For  
A New Kitchen 

The sky, my mind

Outside the wind blows huge bears and giant 
Greek gods forward. They pass by my roof 
window. I like to play with these cumulus 
clouds, they reflect the inner state of body 
and mind. There are times that all these fig-
ures in the sky are hunting each other, as if 
they are in war. On other days I can only see 
animals joyfully playing hide and seek. 

This morning, during breakfast the clouds 
look ugly and unfriendly. 

I go over the prints the kitchen company gave 
me yesterday. “No way! I am not going to ac-
cept this so-called offer!” I almost shout at my-
self and hide them under others. 

Visiting the kitchen shop

I spent half the afternoon yesterday, at the gi-
ant building with huge kitchens in countless 
styles. The young man opposite of me had his 
mind set on selling, yet he was not planning 
on finding out what I was looking for. He was 
not interested in the philosophy behind my, 
rather extra ordinary way of living. 

After a few introducing standard sentences, 
he invited me to follow him and started show-
ing me samples of the materials he thought I 
might like. I asked a few questions about sus-
tainability that he could not answer. When I 
had chosen from the samples we went back to 
his desk. He made a schedule and a price list, 
handed it to me and thanked me for showing 
interest in the company. 

Going home 

As I said, this procedure took more than 2 
hours. I felt released and rather alienated 
when I left the imposing building. The offer 

was outrageous: € 5000 euro for 4 small cup-
boards and a stainless-steel sink top! 

After 600 meters I jumped of my bike and 
started walking home. Walking, regardless 
of the speed, always helps me calm body and 
mind, if only I am mindful of my feet touch-
ing the ground. 

I smiled at the newborn Egyptian Geese 
swimming in the Western grith, counting 
them to see if no one of the tiny little crea-
tures was eaten by the local Heron. Two little 
girls on roller-skates conjured another smile 
and the light green leaves of the trees along-
side the pond, nourished my happiness as 
well. 

The kitchen quest continuing

This morning after finishing the minutes of 
yesterday’s meeting with the group of clients 
that have tiny houses built, my thoughts went 
back to the kitchen quest. “What’s next? 
Where am I going to find an affordable, sus-
tainable kitchen for the permanent tiny 
house (30 square meter)?” 

I have been working on ideas for two months 
with a Plum Village friend. He did the draw-
ing and measuring, while I was dreaming 
about how it should look like. During that 
process old dreams about reusing second-
hand drawer units did not make it. Searching 
for kitchen equipment there were no fridges 
that match the energy label of my desire...

Support is everywhere

This morning while reflecting on this pro-
cess, suddenly I knew what to do. 

I called a girlfriend on the Path, to pour my 
heart out, hoping for nice ideas to well up. 

Within two minutes her husband was includ-
ed in the call and the three of us designed a 
sustainable, recycled kitchen! 

He ran upstairs to take measurements of the 
secondhand drawer units that I fell in love 
with at first sight, while she was searching the 
internet for the sink top. 

I could not look at the clouds, but I am sure 
they were gentle, happy, and smiling figures. 
This is mindful consumption, and it brings 
about joy, happiness and connectedness, 
while our Mother Earth is protected – at least 
a little bit. 

Tineke Spruytenburg

Practicing the mindfulness training in every day life
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Forgetting and Remembering

Forgetfulness... being absent from our 
true home... 

 these are tendencies in all of us. 

They grew stronger in me growing up as a 
child in a family gravely affected by 

alcoholism and violence.  Returning to my 
true home, body and mind dwelling together 

in this moment, I discover again and again 
habits of tension or weakness in my body, of 

emotions and thoughts in my mind. In 
meditation, I can look deeply into these 
habits. Slowly, slowly, the knots of deep 

forgetting of past painful experiences begin 
to loosen, allowing me to remember, to take 
care of and to release this suffering which 

has been trapped for so long in my 
body-mind. And so I become a bit freer, a bit 
more capable of dwelling peacefully in the 
present moment, transcending for a while 

the path of worry and regret.

Each year in the Netherlands, we observe a 
Day of Remembrance on May 4, the day be-
fore the official end of the German occupa-
tion of the Netherlands in 1945.  Initially on 
this day the Dutch remembered and honored 

members of the military and resistance who 
had been killed during WWII, in a ceremony 
with a strong military character. In later 
years, we began also to remember and honor 
innocent civilians and those who were killed 
or died as a result of persecution in the holo-
caust, whether Dutch citizens or refugees 
who fled to the Netherlands from other coun-
tries. Now we also commemorate all people 
who died as a result of military or peace oper-
ations since the start of WWII in a dominant-
ly civilian ceremony that honors the de-
ceased from many different groups.

At 8 pm on the evening of May 4, we 
observe two minutes of silence nationally.  
According to surveys, this is the moment 

when most Dutch feel most strongly 
connected with one another as inhabi-

tants of the same country.  

The act of commemorating together is central 
to how we experience ourselves as a collec-
tive.  Which dead are to be remembered on 
this day has evolved and become more inclu-
sive over the years. The often heated discus-
sion about this continues to this day. The re-
sult of that process provides an interesting 

reflection of the Dutch collective view on 
compassion, victims and perpetrators and of 
what of this, whose suffering, is essential to 
us as a country.  

Just as we as individuals have a part of our 
consciousness that tries to define and main-
tain a sense of a separate self by saying of 
each perceived object “this is me” or “this is 
not me”, as a (national) group we can concern 
ourselves with defining “this experience is 
part of our collective experience.” or “this ex-
perience is not part of our shared experi-
ence.”  Who do we care about? 

In the weeks before Remembrance Day, the 
Dutch media are filled with stories about per-
sonal and group experiences related to these 
themes. This year I was particularly touched 
by a story from Roxanne van Iperen, about 
collective image forming and memory. In 
particular, I was struck by research she did 
centered around life during the war in the 
area she lives.  She researched the history of 
the house she lives in. During the war it 
housed two Jewish sisters working in the re-

May the sound of the bell awaken me from forgetfulness and bring me back to my true home.  
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sistance, who helped many Jewish people 
fleeing deportation, as well as the activities of 
other resistance workers and of the rich col-
laborators in the surrounding area. For 
years, on the fourth of May, she placed a table 
in front of her house, on it the stories of resis-
tance and collaboration. There was an empty 
notebook and a pen and the question, “Did 
you know about this?“ Many people an-
swered – and without exception, she says, 
they did so with a variation on the answer,  
“No, not I.“ 

At the end of 2018, she published a book about 
the wartime history of the house and the sur-
rounding area. She tells how after that, she 
began to receive a steady stream of letters 
bringing stories of what people had wit-
nessed or known and/or speaking of the need 
to dare to look at all aspects of our personal 
and, especially, our collective past. 

The wish to avoid the pain of an unpleasant 
truth, of events that seem too large for us to 
influence or even to grasp, is a strong urge 
within our consciousness. Without a con-
scious effort to counter this urge, it can easi-
ly lead me to close myself off to reality. One 
severe trauma from my childhood I was not 
only able to repress -“forget“ - right after it 
happened because my child mind could not 
handle it, but as an adult I remembered the 
event on 3 occasions and “re-forgot“ it after 
the first two times.  This was most likely be-

cause I still lacked the inner strength and 
supportive environment to be able to trans-
form what I remembered into something I 
could live with. It can be a delicate balance to 
find, opening to suffering while continuing 
to be able to be grounded in the happiness 
that is always available in the present mo-
ment. At this point, my practice feels strong 
enough to choose to look regularly at this 
trauma I repressed three times, every time 
going a bit deeper and opening to knowing 
and accepting more details and feelings con-
nected with the experience. I am convinced 
that this will bring me freedom and peace, 
and reduce the chance of being side struck by 
the trauma forcefully resurfacing of its own 
accord, as happened to me a couple years ago 
with a different event. I used to think the 
trauma in my past was ugly and extensive 
enough that I‘d not go looking for it, only deal 
with it if it came right up into the living room 
of my consciousness, as Thầy says.  But now I 
am willing to hear the gentle knocking on the 
door by my and others’ suffering - I want to 
respond to it. Nobody wants to experience 
pain, but I don’t want to forget that going thru 
facing a painful truth is the only way to be-
come capable of not repeating actions that 
cause suffering. And I know that the hidden 
suffering in me is driving my habitual ac-
tions, thoughts and feelings. With an ongoing 
practice of mindfulness, I have a chance to 
pick up the “clues“ found in emotional and 

physical discomfort I experience today, clues 
open the way to healing, freedom and joy.

At a collective level, these are times of great 
connectedness - we know more about what is 
going on a global level sooner and in greater 
detail.  Is that why we also have so many ver-
sions of the news, to still be able hide from 
things we find unpleasant or uncomfortable?

A friend of mine who is very unhappy with 
the effects of the covid related lockdown on 
her life, believes that the information about 
covid has been blown out of proportion, that 
it is not so dangerous. When I say to her that 
in my circles, I have also seen more dire ef-
fects of the lockdown than the illness, but I 
think that is the result of the lockdown re-
stricting infection and that when I remember 
the situation in the spring of 2020 or see news 
reports of countries now where the virus is 
raging, I know what we are trying to do, then 
she says she does not look at the news. Then I 
know that her suffering now is very deep.  I 
try to offer support in the form of compas-
sionate listening to all the difficulties and 
concerns she experiences in the lockdown.

The story of Roxanne van lperen raised ques-
tions in me about what is happening in our 
world now, the climate crisis we are facing. 
For decades we have heard of and witnessed 
environmental destruction and deteriora-
tion, the impact of human actions on the 
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earth and all beings on earth.  Which beings 
are part of the collective we want to protect 
and care for?  Who do we exclude, out of 
blindness or intentionally?  More and more 
voices are calling out, asking us as humans to 
consider the effects of our behavior on the 
world and ourselves.  Can we let this message 
from the earth into our hearts?  Or do we let 
ourselves fall into forgetfulness?

I wonder what people in Europe would say 
now to the questions: Are you aware of how 
fossil fuel use and the meat industry are con-
tributing to global warming? Are you aware 
of the negative effects on living beings of mi-
cro plastics in cosmetics and cleaning materi-
als and of plastics in general? Are you aware 
of the 75% decrease in insect life in Europe in 
the last 50 years and its relationship with pes-
ticides and modern monoculture farming? 
Are you aware of the tempo of deforestation 
in the world, primarily outside of Europe, to 
provide agricultural land for products for 
European consumption? Were you aware of 
this 10 years ago? 20 years ago? 

If we ask people in 10 years, “Were you aware 
of this all in 2021?”, I wonder how many peo-
ple would say “No, not I“.

It takes a lot of courage to open up to life as it 
is, to challenge the deep human habit of clos-
ing ourselves off to what is disturbing, un-
comfortable, unpleasant. The courage to do 
this can come from love, from an open heart, 
from caring about the suffering of other be-
ings as a mother cares for her only child. This 
courage can be fed by experiencing oneself in 
the stream of life, ever flowing, ever chang-
ing, and the deep desire to contribute to the 
stream by living now in such a way as to help 

the future be (a little bit) more beautiful. This 
courage can be strengthened by confidence in 
our practice, a trust born out of testing the 
practice and experiencing concretely how it 
helps us to heal and grow, to lessen pain and 
increase joy. So how can I prevent myself 
from becoming a person who says “No, not I.  
I do not know about the suffering caused by 
the actions and way of living and thinking of 
myself and my community.”?

For me, central to the answer is practicing 
with the Mindfulness Trainings. Each of the 
Five Mindfulness Training begins with the 
phrase, “Aware of the suffering caused by...“.  
If we are aware of suffering with an open 
heart, we will find, quickly or slowly, a way to 
lessen it.

The Plum Village Tradition offers beautiful 
guidance around awareness of suffering. I 
must remain aware of how I am responding 
as I come in touch with suffering to not get 
lost in it. Sometimes I need to limit the news 
that I take in, perhaps completely for some 
time. Not to deny that suffering is happening, 
but to take care that I do not become over-
whelmed and lost in despair.  If I am in touch 
with more suffering than I can handle in the 
moment, I can gently step back from what is 
bringing me in contact with the pain in the 
world and take care of what is arising in  
myself.

A simple practice is then to shift my aware-
ness to what brings me joy. The beauty of the 
sky, for instance, is almost always available to 
broaden my perspective. Or it helps to feel 
my breath and everything that is healthy and 
good in my body, in my life, right now. After 
that, I can consider whether returning to con-

tact with suffering is a good idea for me right 
now – if I need to know more, if I am capable 
of receiving the information right now. 

Sometimes when I feel sorrow about the loss 
and destruction due to human action, it is 
harder for me to find my equilibrium again. 
My awareness of the troubles and pain in the 
world has called up an emotional response in 
me, one familiar to me from my childhood 
when faced with painful situations. The cli-
mate crisis seems then hopeless, the people 
uncaring, and I feel overwhelmed and alone. 
In meditation I comfort my child-self with 
her feelings of missing care, being alone and 
overwhelmed, and seeing no way leading to 
change. I listen to her and embrace her, and I 
show her we have found a path of love and joy.  
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Aware of my inbreath 

Aware of my outbreath 

Releasing tension in my body and mind 

Coming to rest 

Aware of my deep feelings about the 
climate crisis 

Aware how these feelings manifest in my 
body and mind 

Aware of the first time I felt these feelings 
as a child 

Embracing the child in me and my intense 
feelings with love 

Feeling love for the child in me 

Looking at the roots of my intense 
emotions

Letting the child in me know we aren‘t 
stuck in that old situation now

Showing the child in me how our old pain 
has nourished wisdom and compassion

Then once again I have the courage to live this 
life as it is, nourished and led by my deep de-
sire to walk gently on the Earth.

Near my house there is a beautiful woods, 
which has undergone a lot of change in the 
last 7 years. Many lovely old trees, and young-
er ones too, have been chopped down.  New 
broad paths – actually roads for the garden-
ers’ trucks – have been made from a ce-
ment-like material.  The haven of wild and 
freely evolving natural life it was is being 
transformed into a regulated park.  Being 
there brings me joy, which is sometimes over-
shadowed by my sorrow about the destruc-

tion of life there recently. Then I remember 
Thầy’s teaching about not losing oneself in 
sorrow if an orchard of 20 trees contains 5 
sick trees. I also remind myself that all over 
the earth, humans are destroying forests. It is 
good for me to be in touch with the feelings of 
pain and loss this brings.  This strengthens 
my deep desire to continue to change how I 
live as I grow in awareness so as to not sup-
port this destruction and to help to end it.

By practicing with the Mindfulness Train-
ings - by reading them, studying than on my 
own, discussing my practice with others – I 
continue to increase my awareness of suffer-
ing in and around me and my desire to allevi-
ate it.  When I look deeply into this suffering, 
I can see what causes and contributes to it, 
and I can see how I am part of this process. I 
can choose to change in some way, small or 
big, how I participate in the world. 

I can bring my awareness to small concrete 
actions I can take in my personal life to con-
tribute less to these problems I see.  This year 
that has meant adding new steps of more con-
sistently choosing the food I buy based on 
how it is packaged and where it comes from, 
eating 95% vegan, postponing (even indefi-
nitely) purchases of non-food items, heating 
my home less, mentioning the climate crisis 
and ways to change when I can (like right 
here), and participating in the start of meet-
ings of the Dutch Earth Holder Sangha, a part 
of the international Earth Holder communi-
ty.  By focusing on concrete doable actions, I 
can avoid falling into despair, which will lead 
to paralysis or to closing my eyes to it all.  I do 
not need to find a solution to the problems 
that can trouble me so deeply. Having a path, 
living a process of lessening suffering and 
nourishing joy, is enough. I can trust that I am 
part of a community practising to live in love 
and harmony, part of the stream of life caring 
for life.

Maria Moonlion 
True Healing Confidence
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Stop running

But then I was hit by a car while I was biking 
to work with my typical speed. I was 37 years 
old and I could not move my head. My neck 
was stuck in one position.

 I had to face figuratively the life in front of 
my eyes; yet I continued running. I had a new 
aim - to become a healthy person again as 
soon as possible. I wanted to keep up the 
speed I had created.

 I thought youthfulness is given with one 
purpose – to run fast. 

My body knows a secret which I call scream-
ing. I am healthy again, but deep inside of me 
something sensitive, vulnerable, light and 
heavy, prickly and soft, screams for help. 

Nothing can ever be more beautiful than see-
ing life when you stopped running. It hap-
pened to me four years ago in Thich Nhat 
Hanh Center of Mindfulness, in Germany.  
For the first time in my life, I had to slow 
down. 

I walked slow. I ate slow.  I took time to listen. 
I heard the birds. I saw the flowers and the 
trees.  The time stayed still. I was quiet and 
still.

 I did not notice how easy and subtly this 
feeling of quietness and peace came to 

me. I think this is called happiness.

I relaxed and felt a pain. I never meant to 
meet my loneliness so suddenly. I remem-
bered the time when I was 29 years old. I just 
gave a birth to the only baby girl.  I was full of 
love because of her and full of sadness be-
cause of her father. Back then I was confused.  
I looked at my baby, and my heart was sing-
ing. I listened to my thoughts, and I heard a 
storm inside. The strange little voice inside of 
me cracked: “I became a single mother, a di-
vorced woman without a man, with a child 
without a father”. 

Fountain of tears filled up my heart. 

A cocktail of feelings attacked me: love, sad-
ness, happiness, pain, anger, anxiety, loneli-

ness mixed in one sensation which made it 
difficult to breath. I wanted to separate the in-
gredients: to filter the healthiest ones and to 
remove the dark ones. 

My heart broke a few months ago when I real-
ized that my baby had become 20 years old. I 
have arrived at my next stop. I felt stillness 
and storm inside of me because I resisted the 
time. How did it happen that she grew up so 
fast? My mind could not follow this, she was 
just a baby yesterday and here, now, at this 
moment, she is a grown-up young woman 
with the blue eyes full of questions and curi-
osity about life, confident and naïve, happy 
and sad, deep and superficial. 

Recently, I was having a conversation with 
her, the kind of conversation I have learned 
to have in this mindfulness center. It is called 
“beginning anew”. In this practice both peo-
ple practice listening without judgment and 
with curiosity, giving the other person a 
space to speak up, and speaking from the 
heart. One person talks while other person 
listens. Then the roles switch. In that time, I 

I once loved running. I was running first to school, then to university, after that to a marriage, then to another 
country. I was running to finish a PhD, to find a job, to raise a child. I was living fast.
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had a difficult relationship with my daughter.  
We did not understand each other. We were 
running from each other. I was losing her.

I was screaming for help ...

... and it came in Germany in a form of a teach-
er, a beautiful lady with the deep eyes, which 
know all pain in the world. She was one of the 
monastic sisters of German origin. I have lis-
tened to her talks and felt that her words have 
penetrated deep inside of me.  I felt as I un-
derstood a bit better a reality of pain, suffer-
ing, sadness and love. I had a chance to talk to 
her personally and she told me that I do not 
understand my daughter‘s pain because I do 
not understand the pain of my own life. It 
took some time for me to understand the 
meaning of these words.

I told her about one episode from my child-
hood, when I was around 5 years old. This ep-
isode was coming back to me all over again.

 She listened with compassion, without any 
judgment and with curiosity. After I finished, 
she told me do not look for more pain in my 
life, but to embrace the little girl who ran to 
her neighbor to save her mother‘s life after 
her drunken father had smashed a bottle on 
her mother‘s head. She told me to sit down in 
meditation and try to see a girl of that age in 
this situation. She told me not to try to re-
member or to see myself in this situation, but 
try to understand what happens to any child 
of this age who is in this situation: a little girl 
witnessing the quarrel of the parents, seeing 
the father attacking the mother with the bot-
tle, the mother falling with blood on her head. 
The girl in greatest fear runs to the neighbor 
to save the mother‘s life.  

And she recommended me to practice 
“beginning anew” with my daughter.  

We have done this every week since I left the 
mindfulness center. During our  last practice 
session, I told my daughter that I appreciate 
her help in the house a lot, her delicious din-
ners, her yoga lessons which she often wants 
to share with me, how she plays harp,  but 
most importantly - her presence. I was “wa-
tering the flowers”, according to the practice. 
Then I moved to my thoughts and worries 
about my life, my problems, my breathing 
practice, my frustration about menopause. 

She was looking in my eyes and kept the space 
for me. When it was her turn to talk, she told: 
“Mama, you have changed a lot. You are doing 
so well now. You are so peaceful, so relaxed. I 
have always dreamed about peace at home, 
peaceful family. I am so happy for you”. 

The sound of stillness filled up my bones. 

I smiled, took a deep breath and felt a warmth. 
My mind was quiet, my body was relaxed, my 
heart was happy.  

Everything needs time, also my running.  
I have arrived. I am home.

If I could go back, the first thing that I would 
do is to stop running.  I’d share my stopping 
with the whole world. 

And I would create a new type of schools, 
where children (and adults) would learn to 
take care for themselves first, to love them-
selves as they are made, to feel their feelings, 
to stay still, to accept life as it is, to talk about 
pain, not to run away from the problems, to 
say sorry , to speak up, to listen, to forgive, to 
have enough, to enjoy simply being. The 
schools where the teacher is a good friend 

who holds the space for you, a teacher like the 
German monastic sister I met the moment 
when I stopped running. 

Olga Elisseeva
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A plea on behalf of animals

The 12th Mindfulness Training is not just 
about the killing of human beings; it refers to 
all living beings, and therefore also includes 
animals. This is the first point Thay empasiz-
es in his commentary on the 12th Training, 
and it is something particular to the Buddhist 
tradition that we do not find in monotheistic 
traditions:

“In every country in the world, killing hu-
man beings is condemned. But the Buddhist 
training to practice non-killing extends 
even further, to include all living beings.“ 
(Thich Nhat Hanh, Interbeing, The Fourteen 
Mindfulness Trainings of Engaged Bud-
dhism, p.69)

The well-known French Buddhist monk Mat-
thieu Ricard has written a very comprehen-
sive and moving book, A Plea for the Animals 
(2016), in which he highlights the great suf-
fering animals endure in a variety of differ-
ent contexts: factory farming, circuses, hunt-
ing, as pets, animal testing, bullfighting, etc. 
It was very difficult for me to read this book. 
I spent many months with it and had to put it 
down again and again, as I simply could not 
bear the ignorance and cruelty he describes 
by us, as humans, towards animals.

Ricard also addresses the different philoso-
phies and religious beliefs that underpin the 
relationship between humans and animals. 
Most justify cruelty towards animals as live-
stock for humans. Descartes, the great philos-
opher of the Enlightenment, is among the 
cruellest. He tortured animals in such a cruel 
way that his wife, hearing the cries of the an-
imals, wanted to leave him. He justifies him-
self with the words, 

“Animals are nothing more than machines. 
Animals move according to purely mecha-
nistic laws. They are as numb as metal and 
feel no pain ... They do scream, but that is 
not real sensation. Their cries of pain have 
no more significance than the squeaking of 
a wheel.“ (Ricard, A Plea for the Animals)

The number of animals people eat correlates 
directly with their prosperity:

“Every year, 60 billion land animals and 
more than a trillion sea animals are killed 
for our consumption. (...) The richer a 
country, the more meat its inhabitants eat. 
A Frenchman or German eats 85 kilos of 
meat a year, an American 120 kilos. Indi-
ans, on the other hand, only 2.5 kilos.“  
(Ricard)

This book has once again made it very clear to 
me how we humans have been waging a war 
against animals for thousands of years, and 
how this has reached its climax in our age in 
the form of industrialised factory farming. 
To a large extent, this war against animals 
does not take place in public, but in secret. 
The large sheds, in which animals are kept 
crammed together in such a cruel way, are in 
the countryside, mostly in sparsely populat-
ed areas. They are surrounded by high fenc-
es or walls, often monitored with security 
cameras, and there are no signs to say what 
goes on inside. In Berlin, there are also no 
slaughterhouses in the city, only far outside.

Standing up for animals and making their 
suffering public

In 2018, I went with a group of people from 
the international animal rights movement, 
Animal Save, to a slaughterhouse in Perle-
berg. The slaughterhouse names itself, rather 
neutrally, Vion Food Group, and is very diffi-
cult to reach, requiring a train, bus journey 
and walk of more than an hour. Many young 
people had gathered at 6 a.m. at the Zoo sta-
tion for this protest, and had driven out to-
gether to bid farewell to the animals. I was the 
oldest. We were divided into two groups, and 
given definite rules of conduct: “Please don‘t 
insult the drivers or staff ... We are a love 
based movement.“

The police had been informed of the protest, 
and they stopped the big transporters with 
the pigs. We had one minute to say goodbye to 
the pigs, which could be seen through the air 
vents crowded together. Many had welts on 
their bodies. I looked into the eyes of one pig 
and simply said, “I love you. I love all of you.“ 
I felt my breath and my feet on the ground 
and felt my great sadness. Many people were 
crying and hugging each other. We also sang 
a song from the animal rights movement, 
where the animals themselves speak and ask 
us humans for help. It was performed by 
Seimi Rowan, a young musician with a guitar 
from Scotland. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=2Fa_VPqiBLY

Animal Liberation Song 

I‘m in pain 
Living in misery 
Won‘t you do something about it? 
Please do something about it!

You say I‘m different 
So you treat me lesser than 
But you are so wrong about me 
Yes, you are so wrong about me

Because I‘m like you 
I feel pain, love, too 
I‘m you but in a different body 
Yet there‘s still life inside my body 

Let me be free 
Freedom from your tyranny 
It‘s all I‘ve ever wanted 
It‘s all I‘ve ever wanted

Liberation 
For the animals 
Liberation 
Because we are all animals 
We‘re all animals!

Reverence for Life 
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Go on, be brave 
Go out there, make history

And bring justice to my life, love 
Bring justice to the lives lost

Because every day 
They will try to convince you 
That humane murder is justified 
But believe me...I don‘t want to die

But I‘m at your mercy 
And you are the difference

Be the voices of the silenced 
End the silence, stop the violence!

And organise 
Mobilize 

Speak up for the defenceless 
Without you, we‘re defenceless

Liberation 
For the animals 
Liberation 
Because we are all animals 
We‘re all animals!

Fear is 
What drives harmful behaviour? 
Let love guide you towards justice on  
this day,  
Yeah

Because I want 
To be happy, safe, and free 
Just be happy, safe, and free everyday! 
Ooh, yeah

Liberation 
For the animals 
Liberation 
Because we are all animals 
We‘re all animals!“

Original version: Ernesto Melchor  

Lea and Linda from the Kreuzberger Sangha 
have also performed a wonderful interpreta-
tion of the song: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=VYTNjmwu5MA

In recent years, I have often taken part in 
demonstrations against factory farming and 
animal testing, written articles against ani-
mal testing and a brochure Animals are sen-
tient beings like us, in which I discuss the rea-
sons for a vegan lifestyle without animal 
products. I also took part in the Albert Sch-
weitzer Foundation‘s ‘Silent Lines’, where we 
stand silently with large cardboard posters 
with pictures of factory farming on busy 
streets or squares in Berlin. People passing 
can register their email address with an out-
reacher, a person they can talk to, and then 
receive vegan recipes to eat in an ani-
mal-friendly and healthy way.

Everything I’ve done has given me a sense of 
contributing at least a little to bringing the 
suffering of animals into public awareness 
and showing alternatives, which consist of 
looking at our personal consumption and de-
veloping a willingness to stop consuming an-
imal products. The vegan lifestyle is not only 
about meat, but also about avoiding other an-
imal products such as all dairy products, cos-
metics, articles of clothing - and other things 
for daily use.

Take a look in our fridge and ask 
ourselves, “Is there a slaughterhouse or a 

garden in it?“

Every war is accompanied by propaganda to 
get us in the mood for it, and this propaganda 
consists of lies. Are we prepared to believe 
these lies or are we prepared to question 
them? Questioning challenges our comfort 
and helps us to change our old habits of con-
sumption. Looking deeply and understand-
ing how we consume supports us in finding 
new ways.
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The dairy industry’s advertising carries slo-
gans such as ‘happy cows produce happy 
milk’. We can ask ourselves:

• Is a cow happy when you take away her 
baby, her calf?  

• Is the cow happy when you take away the 
milk that is there for her baby? 

• Calves are separated from their mothers 
very soon after birth because the milk is 
to be sold to people. They cry out for each 
other for hours.  

• Is the cow happy when after three to four 
years she is loaded onto a truck to be 
taken to the slaughterhouse, even though 
she could live for 20 years or more? 

• Is the cow happy when you point the bolt 
gun at her head and slit her throat? 

We should not fall for the propaganda of the 
dairy industry, even if it calls itself organic or 
free-range. These labels do not protect ani-
mals from mistreatment and death. 
We can take a good look in our fridge: “Is 
there a slaughterhouse or a garden in it?“ 
asks Ed Earthling, a well-known English ani-
mal rights activist in his wonderful talk on 
Youtube. https://www.youtube.com/chan-
nel/UCVRrGAcUc7cblUzOhI1KfFg

From Exploitation to Respect

‘From exploitation to respect’ is the slogan of 
the animal sanctuary ‘Let the animals live’. 
There, animals rescued from slaughter or 
from experimental laboratories can live a 
good life. Elisabeth Schön, who founded the 
animal sanctuary, works there, with the help 
of young people from all over the world, in a 
team that lovingly cares for the animals. 
Some people from the area, but especially 
from the animal rights movement in Berlin, 
go out and help, doing what they can. A friend 
from our Sangha the ‘Source of Compassion’ 
also goes out once a week (or by zoom) to help 
with team building.

There are also videos on their web, Facebook 
or Instagram page that teach us a lot about 
the habits and histories of the different ani-
mals. They show us the great joie de vivre and 
tenderness the animals living there have for 
each other (www.lasstdietiereleben.org).   

Nonetheless, to support our motivation to 
find new ways of consuming, we could also 
read an animal welfare magazine from time 
to time, or watch a video on YouTube that 
puts us in touch with the suffering of ani-
mals. (Albert Schweitzer Foundation for our 
Environment)

Here a poem I wrote on the subject  
years ago:

Reading animal welfare magazines

Late in the evening I sit at my desk and 
read my animal welfare magazine.

 
I think, right now I’m stable enough

to touch the suffering of animals in the test 
laboratories and factory farms.

 
Then I see the face of a pig 

and feel its fear and vulnerability.

 
An incredible wave of tenderness for all 

suffering animals  
fills my entire being.

Annabelle Zinser 
True Fragrance of the Mindfulness Trainings 
‘Source of Compassion’, Berlin
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Sustainability needs Mindfulness

I grew up as one of two daughters in a small village 

in the Rhön. The word sustainability did not exist 

then. Most things were simply part of a natural cy-

cle or part of community life. For example, there 

was a shared freezer where families had a small ice-

box and met there or at the bakehouse. It was nor-

mal to fetch milk from the farmer and have a fes-

tive slaughter of animals for several families, with 

the meat then lasting for a year. 

Many of these activities were local, seasonal, home-

made, low on packaging and involved a solid com-

munity. 

I also remember that there was an elderly man, fre-

quently confused and muddled, who wandered 

around the village and wherever he showed up, 

people would bring him back home again. He was 

simply part of village life and was integrated as a 

“special person“.

Am I glorifying this life? Maybe a little bit 
...

In the 1970s, my beloved village shop, where we al-

ways got a few sweets stuffed in our pockets, 

closed. Then we had to walk three kilometres to the 

next shop, an “exciting visit“ to the supermarket 

where everything was cheaper. 

Almost everyone found these new changes great. 

Even we children preferred to drink the UHT milk, 

because it no longer tasted sooo like cow, and I also 

got some new clothes for once instead of my cous-

ins‘ hand downs.

After a quiet life in our village, in my youth I be-

came more rebellious. Demos against Pershing 2 

and bourgeois life, silent circles and vigils, social 

commitment and training as a nurse. An exciting 

life in a shared flat, where people tried things out. 

What can I do myself? Living vegetarian, learning 

to spin, getting round without a car, using knowl-

edge of herbs, turning old into new - simple living, 

that‘s the way it should be. Jute instead of plastic!

Love brought me to the big city, and here sustain-

able living became more difficult, especially as my 

new flatmates showed no enthusiasm for it. I be-

came something of a lone campaigner, but with 

having to study whilst working, the birth of our 

children and the renovation of an old farm, my 

time to try things out and do them myself became 

scarcer. But the longing remained.

During this time, we as a family also got to know 

Plum Village and with it the subject of mindful-

ness. This changed a lot in our everyday family life. 

More closeness and understanding, more grati-

tude and contentment, more recognition and joy. 

Why am I taking this big diversion? 

Because for about two years, now the children are 

more grown up, the words ‘mindfulness and sus-

Is sustainability possible without mindfulness?  
Is it enough to be mindful and already I live sustainably? My approach ... 

Structure of the flowering seed automat
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tainability’ have taken on a new meaning. An inner 

urgency has set in that is no longer limited to my 

family and me.

The report on TV of a young woman who produces 

only one glass of residual waste a year, the waste 

mountain after every shopping trip and the full 

yellow bin bags made it clearer to me that it cannot 

go on like this for me/us. I began to look around for 

opportunities to buy things with less packaging, 

and to make a note of what I found. Discussions 

with friends led to the conclusion that there was 

nothing the individual could do. I did not want to 

accept this, and when an inspiring book fell into my 

hands, it gave me the impulse to become active 

again. On top of this, the practice of mindfulness 

was there to remind me how valuable our earth, 

our environment, nature are for all the sentient be-

ings living in it.

I started to write a concept: 

How can I live sustainably in my locality? This 

seemed practicable and feasible to me. The topics 

were: 

• Say goodbye to plastic (buy products  

 with as little packaging as possible).

• Shop locally and regionally (support  

 our local shops - more and more vacant  

 premises)

• Developing the place together (how do  

 we want to live together?)

• and living sustainably (information  

 and tips for many different areas of life)

This resulted in a website designed to show all we 

were doing, our projects, activities, events and pro-

vide information, including about the broad range 

of groups involved. The big heading is sustainabil-

ity. Everything should be practicable so that every-

one can start easily.

The first event 2 years ago was ‘Goodbye plastic - 

How can I save on plastic in everyday life?’ and it 

was the starting point. More than 60 people came 

and I was perplexed. We had an interesting discus-

sion and afterwards people from the audience 

came up to me and asked: We want to change some-

thing with you, can we meet? That‘s how the first 

Stammtisch for sustainability came into being in 

our town.

Since then, many joint activities have taken place 

and the group has grown. But although these peo-

ple all share a common interest, this is not the only 

thing that brings them together. In order to be able 

to deal with the world around me in a sustainable 

and appreciative way, I also need to take care of my-

self and be able to interact with this very diverse 

group of people. 

A garden has been created in which the 
most diverse characters blossom. 

Over the course of time we have got to know each 

other and our interaction is characterised by ap-

preciation, listening, a joy in new ideas and mutu-

al support. There is also room for concerns, doubts 

and fears. Almost all of us have ideas about which 

we are particularly passionate: biodiversity, un-

packed, vision space, FoodCoop and others. These 

ideas generate interest and space, support and 

feedback. If they can be implemented, there are 

co-creators, and if something has been positively 

implemented and accepted, we also celebrate to-

gether and practice sharing our joy.

As only two group members were familiar with 

mindfulness practice, rituals were not used during 

group meetings, except for the occasional bell to 

help with organisation and bring calm.  

All this activity raises the question of motivation. 

What makes us/me put a lot of time, heart and soul 

into all these activities? Perhaps the answer can be 

found in a little fable: The hare, sitting on his 

friend, the panda, asks: What is more important, 

the way or the goal - and the panda answers: the 

companions.  

Despite all the urgency that the topic of sustain-

ability and climate protection inspires, we still 

need to take the time to work with our inner resis-

tances and habit energies, and to allow others to 

have a different view of things. Imaginative activi-

ties, the joy of doing, space to participate, appreci-

ation and positive energy are an attempt to touch 

the hearts of our fellow human beings. We hope to 

open them to the idea of sustainability.

Sustainability is a challenging subject: it reflects 

our consumption patterns and thus our habits, our 

greed, our demands, our fears, our dissatisfaction, 

Foodsharing - cooking event
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in other words our way of life. But sustainability is 

also an exciting, joyful topic that deepens our grat-

itude, our respect, our creativity, our curiosity and 

wonder, our relationships with people, things, the 

environment and ourselves.  

In all of this, mindfulness is the foundation, our 

constant support and source of joy. 

Mindfulness helps me to look deeply into 
my habits and  

to take a fresh look at them. 

It allows me to recognise impulses and ask myself: 

How do I want to live? What can I do? It brings me 

moments of calm amidst so much activity and re-

flects my motives back to me again and again. It al-

lows me to approach this huge topic with an open 

heart and mind, and to accept my fellow travellers 

as they are. And whenever the urgency of these 

topics threatens to overwhelm me mindfulness is 

there for me.

Past, present and future: Our current challenges 

have arisen from the individual and collective ac-

tions of the past, and can be transformed in the 

present by creating new conditions that can lead to 

a deeply connected, creative, communal future.  

Ute Storch 
Karma Yeshe Kandro (tibetan) 
Divine female wisdom 
 
www.nachhaltig-zusammen-leben.jetzt

Open sustainable yard party
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Renovation of the Pagoda of Great Compassion at the EIAB

The construction work on the pagoda, the 
small building, at the EIAB began on 
02.11.2020. Since then, I have been on site up 
to three times almost every day and have 
been able to put together a very clear picture 
of the existing building structure. The build-
ing, namely parts B and C, was erected in 1957. 
Clearly, cost-saving measures were imple-
mented to the detriment of building quality. 
Building A was added much later and is also 
in a much better condition. It is very clear 
that the building needs to be constantly main-
tained and kept in order, starting with clean-
ing the gutters and ending with regular main-
tenance of the sanitary fittings.

The following work was carried out: 

• New sewer connection and re-laying of 
the basic pipes under the floor slabs in the 
basement of the building, as well as laying 
new sewage pipes. This enabled us to elim-
inate the problem of rat and mice infesta-
tion. In the past, these had often bitten 
through cables causing the fire brigade to 
be called out.

• All sanitary rooms were newly tiled and 
all toilets, washbasins, showers, sinks, etc. 
were renewed.

• All rooms and course rooms as well as the 
corridors were repainted and renovated. 
New flooring was laid in most rooms and 
course rooms as well as in adjoining 
rooms.

• The lighting was replaced throughout the 
house with LED lights.

• All the built-in cupboards in the rooms 
were extensively repaired and oiled. 

• All window sills in building sections B and 
C were polished and sealed.

• Thanks to an incredible effort the roof 
over buildings B and C was renewed in the 
unprecedented time of less than eight 
days.

• New radiators were installed in many 
rooms.

• New suspended ceilings were installed in 
many course rooms, sanitary rooms and 
the dining room.

• The electrical installation was partially 
renewed, all switches and sockets were 

The Bodhisattvas of the construction site

Community on the construction site
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completely replaced and the IT infrastruc-
ture was completely renewed.

• Blinds and window panes were replaced.
• And much more ... 

So the building has been thoroughly renovat-
ed and refurbished.

As happened with the Ashoka building, 
friends of the EIAB regularly helped out at 
weekends and during the week. Their joyful, 
friendly and meditative presence was always 
noticeable.

Among the most loyal helpers were Rainer, 
Lothar and Sam, all from Cologne. Lothar and 
Rainer coordinated the work on site and man-
aged it very thoroughly and diligently togeth-
er with many other helpers. This was also a 
great support for me. Lothar frequently in-
vited the bell giving busy craftsmen a pause 
to rest. In addition to the help provided by 
friends of the EIAB, we also had the help of 
the nuns and monks who were working on 
the construction site every week. This has 
also led to wonderful friendships and an ap-
preciation of each other and the many help-
ers. During this time, the monks and nuns 
have grown very close to my heart.

I am especially grateful that we never once 
had an accident on the construction site.

A short anecdote about something that oc-
curred at the beginning of this year. The fore-
man of the painters was curious about the 
large bell from the Buddha Hall that was tem-
porarily standing in the hallway. He wanted 
to make a sound with it, but was a bit awk-
ward. I saw this and asked him if he would 
like to know how to invite a bell. He and his 
colleagues were very interested listeners. In 
addition to the sound waves spreading out 
into infinity, thanks to the three sounds of the 
bell with their invitation to arrive in the pres-
ent moment and experience the joy of it, I was 
able to interest the craftsmen in the wonder-
ful work of the EIAB.

With the volunteer helpers in particular, I al-
ways had pleasant and deep sharings. These 
volunteers were and are a great support for 
the EIAB. We lay practitioners have the great 
honour of helping the monks and nuns. At 
the same time, this enables us to enjoy and 
nourish ourselves by participating in the 

beneficial flow of the Dharma, the Sangha and 
the Buddha as a community.

For the upcoming maintenance work, it 
would be wonderful if this circle of friends 
could grow, and carry out cleaning and minor 
repair work in the future.

This attitude of offering support to the 
monks and nuns was also something I tried to 
cultivate in my interactions with the crafts-
men. As a result, I was able to negotiate very 
good conditions with them. This led to signif-
icant savings and very fair prices during this 
time of exploding construction costs. This 
cost-saving coupled with good craftsmanship 
has, as always, given me a great deal of plea-
sure. My great respect, my deep gratitude 
goes to all the craftsmen, their managers, all 
the volunteers and all the monks and nuns, 
and especially the very great trust and 
friendship of Thay Phap An.

It is clear that we can only shine in the radi-
ance of what we give in service to the uni-
verse. This act of giving can lead to enlighten-
ment. The potential to be a Buddha is in all of 
us. We can remind ourselves of this every 
moment, and use it for the benefit of all. In 
this sense, I look forward to many more con-
struction sites at EIAB.

In deep respect   
Frank Jungjohann-Feltens
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Working meditation in the Pagoda of Great Compassion

   Anne   
We already reported on the building site 
bodhisattvas in the last EIAB magazine of Au-
gust 2020. At that time, it was about the vol-
untary work in the third phase of construc-
tion for the Ashoka building.  
In 2020/2021, it is the turn of the small build-
ing, now the Pagoda of Great Compassion and 
former community service school, to under-
go basic renovation.

The core of the team continues to be the ar-
chitect and construction manager Frank and 
his most loyal friends Lothar and Rainer. 
Friendship manifests itself, Sangha mani-
fests itself, just as a stone falls into the water 
and sends out ripples that become larger and 
larger: 

The circle of Sangha friends who want to help 
is growing. Sam from Cologne, as a long-time 
friend of the EIAB, offers his expertise and 
skills, and many unnamed friends have 
joined in to practise Love in Action. 

(The merit is yours!)

This means that someone is needed to over-
see the work and plan everything. Lothar and 
Rainer share this task. Lothar uses his con-
tacts to the Cologne sanghas to find willing 
volunteers. Rainer plans the weekends and 
specifically invites friends so that there are 
never more people at the EIAB than the Coro-
na regulations allow. Then the work is as-
signed, as the monastic work coordinators 
used to do in pre-Corona times. 

Rainer and Lothar take care of the necessary 
materials, cleaning materials and tools. 

Rainer recommends what needs to be done 
and how. Lothar provides the spiritual guid-
ance, invites the bell and takes the pressure 
off.  

Without mindfulness, this activity would not 
be what it is: work meditation. 

Thanks to mindfulness the work on the build-
ing site becomes a spiritual practice that 
moves each of us further along the path. This 
what the following contributions speak of: 

The Dharma is deep and lovely! 

It‘s time to contemplate, study and to practice 
it! 

    

   Rainer     
I am very grateful and inspired, that even in 
my 70s, I have this wonderful opportunity to 
be so close to the EIAB and the monastic Sang-
ha, even in these corona times, and to be able 
to support them and be involved in the 
growth of this wonderful place. At the same 
time, every stay of several days at the EIAB 
brings with it the experience of the tension 
between my habit energies, developed in the 
1950s in line with the attitudes of that era, 
and working meditation as practised in the 
Plum Village tradition. I am always a new 
practitioner and grudgingly remain in the 
beginner‘s mind.

I find it difficult to put aside my rigid, deeply 
ingrained goal and result oriented approach 
and focus only on the work at hand. 

My mind and energy often try to rush ahead, 
and leave what is going on in the present mo-
ment far behind. As a result, I am often over-
ly preoccupied with the issue of completion, 
completion of the set task and the time frame, 
and lose sight of the actual practice of work 
meditation. 

I come back to the present moment, again and 
again! I admire some of the lay helpers from 

the different sanghas, how easily and relaxed 
they approach their tasks and solve them 
throughout the day, interrupted only by 
walking meditations, eating together and the 
bright sound of the small bell.

How wonderful and supportive the friendly 
and affectionate contact with the brothers 
and sisters is, I feel very accepted by them, be-
longing as a brother or perhaps rather as an 
uncle. Protected from my discriminating 
mind and the conflict between achieving 
goals and mindful doing. 

I feel their compassion when they smile as we 
meet, when they talk to me in German, and 
when Brother Phap Tri brings us tea, biscuits 
or fruit. 

Continuing to practise in gratitude, I smile to 
myself and my Sangha!

   Christel   
Happiness Giving Way of the Heart), 
Bielefeld:

During the lockdown in spring 2021, the invi-
tation to work meditation came as a surprise. 
I didn‘t have to think long to make a commit-
ment to Rainer. Physical work has always 
been a wonderful opportunity for me to clear 
my mind and expand my heart. The more 
time passed, the more I could let go of my 
thoughts. It became a daily practice to let 
those around me be as they are and to concen-
trate on what I was doing. I was allowed to 
spend several weekends at the EIAB, working 
in different teams to wipe the dust caused by 
building work off the floors, doors, window 
sills, stairs, radiators and even the large bell, 
which was also covered in a light grey sheen.

Building Site Bodhisattvas - Part 2 -  
May 2021
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Again and again I was able to find shorter, 
and as the work progressed longer, periods of 
fulfilment in simple, repetitive actions that 
required above all muscle power. Difficulties 
arose when, as was unfortunately often the 
case, I wanted to achieve too much and went 
beyond my limits. It was fascinating for me to 
notice how easily and long I could clean at the 
EIAB and how exhausting and tiring I found 
it at home in everyday life.

I had many different experiences during this 
time:

• the experience of joy in doing things alone 
or with others

• the connection with the building and the 
Sangha

• the memories of past stays and meetings 
that arose during the work

• the gratitude and appreciation that we re-
ceived

• the satisfaction at the end of the working 
day

• the reflection on different aspects of the 
work 
 

I also felt connected to the people who have to 
do this type of cleaning work every day of 
their lives to provide for themselves and 
their families, often under difficult condi-
tions. 

We are thinking about setting up a regular 
working meditation at the EIAB to further 
support the Sangha. I will gladly be there!

   Christine  
“When we are mindful, each of our actions 
takes on a new meaning. Then we realise that 
we are more than just a machine, that we are 
not just mindlessly performing the same 
movements over and over again.“ *

So I dip the mop into the bucket as I breathe 
in, and squeeze the water out as I breathe out. 

I stroke it across the floor with my breath con-
nected to my movements. At least sometimes, 
because isn‘t that a squirrel jumping from 
branch to branch? I look out of the window, 
rejoice and realise that I am no longer with 

my breath, but with the squirrel. I smile and 
turn to my work again.

How beautiful it is here in the monastery, to 
feel the energy of the monastics, the smiles, 
the lightness that are so important in this 
pandemic. Smiles shine behind our masks as 
the bell is invited and we bow to each other to 
finish our work for the day.

“We discover the miracle of life, of the uni-
verse, discover that we too are a miracle.“* 
(sometimes I even succeed).

*Quotations from Thich Nhat Hanh: The Sun 
– My Heart

   Anke  
I want to write something, but nothing 
comes. As I sit here, my mind wanders back. I 
remember the first time I came to the EIAB 
years ago. The Pagoda of Great Compassion 
became a refuge for me then. Now I can help 
clean up and tidy the building as part of the 
basic renovation. I enjoy it a lot - not only be-
cause this work is a more than welcome 
change from the what is slowly becoming a 
dull Corona routine in my kitchen, but also 
because I have built up a special relationship 
with this building over the years.

 As I walk through the house, carrying tools, 
rags and water back and forth, as we clean 
floors and oil wooden cupboards together, 
moments from the last few years come to 
mind: 

Arriving on Thursday evening, waiting out-
side the office to register. 

First greetings and reunions. Looking for-
ward to the coming days. 

Walking down the hallway on the ground 
floor to the sound of rumbling washing ma-
chines and the smell of detergent as I pass the 
laundry room.

The Buddha Hall upstairs, when there were 
still courses consisting of just a few partici-
pants and the sharings were a simple circle.

In the dining room we sat crammed, close to-
gether - very different from the dining room 

in the big building today. Hardly conceivable 
now, in the days of Corona.

The small kitchen, and how with great re-
spect, we always wondered how it was possi-
ble to cook for hundreds of people in just 
twelve square metres.

Room G, which had no curtain. The shower 
curtain that no matter what we did was some-
how always just that bit too narrow.... 

I am happy to be able to help transform this 
house. 

Because actually it is also mine.
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Rehabilitation of the pagoda in the EIAB

I am a primary school teacher and a few years 
ago I decided to take a sabbatical. What I felt 
above all was the desire to get to know new 
places, to allow myself to drift and discover 
what the day had in store for me when I wasn‘t 
busy teaching.

And then Corona came. And everything 
turned out differently. 

I have been attending retreats and courses at 
the EIAB for a few years now. The desire for 
more connection with the nuns and monks, 
and also to be able to give something back to 
them, has grown stronger over this time. 

I had just returned to Bielefeld (Plum Village 
was completely closed and on the way to Swit-
zerland, to Felsentor meditation centre, I got 
‘stranded’ with my parents), when, thanks to 
a Sangha friend, the possibility arose of giv-
ing German lessons to some of the nuns and 
monks. I didn‘t think twice and agreed. Then 
came four weeks, which I remember fondly 
and which filled me with much joy.

My day started early, but not as early as that 
of the sisters and brothers. After breakfast, I 

already had the first lesson, followed by oth-
ers throughout the day. I was able to partici-
pate in the walking meditations and enjoyed 
eating with the community.

During this time we gave each other what we 
needed. I helped the brothers and sisters to 
improve their German; they helped me to 
learn more about myself (especially as a 
teacher) and to understand that wanting to go 
to new places can also mean exploring more 
deeply a place already familiar to us. Some-
times we don‘t have to go far to come home to 
ourselves.

Just as the sisters and brothers struggled 
with the pronunciation of some words, I had 
to practise the names of my students (and 
their pronunciation) over and over again. 
There isn’t really much overlap between Viet-
namese and German. I learned to start anew 
every day and to adjust to the different per-
sonalities of the sisters and brothers. I saw 
the freedom of the practitioners, the freedom 
to decide to learn and to enjoy learning a lan-
guage.   

I have experienced how beautiful it is to 
teach with calmness and patience, to take 
my time to be there for the questions and 
needs of my students. Mindful teaching is 
possible, perhaps even in primary school.

Drinking a pot of green tea with a sister, sing-
ing “Silent Night“ in German, English and 
Vietnamese in the evening, wiping the dust 
from plant leaves in the dining hall during 
work meditation, taking a parcel to the post 
office with a sister, simulating telephone con-
versations for the EIAB office in class, read-
ing the Five Contemplations before Eating to-
gether. These were all ‘happy moments’ for 
me. Mostly, though, the simple presence of 
the brothers and sisters was enough to make 
me happy in the present moment.

And so my wish came true. During these 
weeks, the EIAB has become a place that I 
would like to return to even more than be-
fore. Plum Village will have to wait for me 
and the Felsentor in Switzerland too. 

Happy moments are possible everywhere, 
perhaps precisely there where we think 

we don‘t belong. 

I thank the sisters and brothers for being 
there, for your love and patience and for our 
common practice. May we deepen our con-
nection and continue to learn together.

Christel Weber 

Sharing Gifts 
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a German (central European?), Buddhist interpretation

 “Are we going to celebrate Christmas with the chil-

dren?“ This was the question we kept asking our-

selves as parents. Having just officially left the 

Church, we were uncertain how to treat these 

“Christian“ festivals, especially when everyone 

around us (really everyone!) was celebrating the 

birth of Christ.

So we started reading, doing some research, and 

uncovered other exciting traditions, none of which 

are mentioned in the Bible. My mother told us that 

after Christmas my deeply Catholic Uncle Jacob 

would cut open an onion to read what the coming 

year held in store, and that my devoutly Christian 

Aunt Mare (Bavarian for Maria) stopped washing 

clothes between Christmas and Epiphany. The 

Rauhnächte traditions (the twelve days of Christ-

mas ending on 5 January) are still very much alive.

After that it didn‘t take much searching to find out 

that ...

... the Christmas tree could be a winter solstice 
symbol for fire...
... the Christmas festival, a celebration to wel-
come the days getting longer again.

We also found something similar for Easter and 

All Saints‘ Day.

With time and the help of children‘s books (many 

thanks to the authors Diana Monson and Maren 

Briswalter) we found our own interpretations for 

the changing seasons.

And then came Thay and introduced us to Bud-

dhism. 

New problem! What to do with these two spiritual 

threads?

Combine them, weave them together!

At our first Children‘s Programme at Easter 2012 in 

Waldbröl, we lit a fire of purification on Holy Sat-

urday, like many other people in the area (you 

could see them from the upper floors of the monas-

tery). For us it was a fire of transformation: in the 

afternoon the children had drawn the unwhole-

some and painful events of the past year on a sheet 

of paper with a black pen. The fire swallowed the 

paper and transformed it into ashes. We took these 

out of the fireplace on Easter Sunday. The children 

were to take the ashes home and scatter them in the 

garden or in a meadow. Flowers would grow from 

ashes, or as our teacher would put it: “No mud, no 

lotus“ or “no birth, no death“.

... and so in recent years we have been increasingly 

trying to bring the Dharma closer to the children 

with the help of seasonal festivals in the children‘s 

programme and at home. In Bavaria, we are getting 

closer to our goal through the family sangha of the 

Community for Mindful Living (unfortunately the 

first lockdown put an end to our efforts).

In his course on the “Way of the Bodhisattva“ in 

spring 2021, Thay Phap An gave a talk describing 

the very different regional traditions of Buddhism. 

He said, he would be very curious to see what a 

Western tradition looks like.

You too?

In the following, I will describe our ideas for cele-

brating the change of seasons with children and 

how they relate to the Dharma. Together with Eve-

lyn Schenk, I am currently collecting ideas. We 

would like to develop them further.

Celebrating the Changing Seasons  
with Children
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The festivals to celebrate the change 
of seasons in Central Europe (and 
elsewhere!?) 

The picture shows the seasonal festivals for which 

we have already developed ideas, or are currently 

developing them. In the following, I would like to 

describe a few ideas about how we celebrate the fes-

tivals with children and adults in the family, in the 

family sangha as well as during retreats.

Winter solstice

Preparation:

We celebrate the time before the winter solstice 

(21.12.) with a wreath. We make a candle for each 

season, one each to symbolize winter, spring, sum-

mer and autumn. On each of the four Sundays of 

Advent, we light a candle, share the beautiful and 

not so beautiful memories, and say goodbye to this 

part of the year.

After bidding the old year farewell at the winter 

solstice, we can then look forward to the next year 

and the coming seasons. The cycle of life begins 

anew.

On the evening of 21 December, we celebrate our 

most important festival with family and friends. 

We are lucky to have a river - the Lech - within 

walking distance. We build a bonfire on the river 

bank and place a candle in a circle for each month 

(8 white and 4 red – to symbolize the beginning of 

the seasons). First we light the candles and line up 

behind the one for our birthday month. We bow to 

the cardinal points with the words “In the east the 

sun rises. In the south it rises highest. In the west it 

sets. In the north it is never seen.“ After a short sto-

ry about the meaning of the winter solstice, we 

dance around the fire singing. With a festive meal 

we then look forward to the light of the lengthening 

days (... and on 24.12. we give the festive gifts).

Reference to Buddhism: 
Cycles of life, winter solstice is both beginning and 

end (no birth - no death).

Easter

Maundy Thursday ritual 

On Maundy Thursday we go into the garden to 

gather 9 herbs for the 9-herb soup. The soup con-

nects us with the earth, and by offering our thanks 

to the earth we become aware of the nature of inter-

being. 

Reference to Buddhism: 
Interbeing

Good Friday ritual

On Good Friday we make a pebble mandala. We be-

gin with a bowl of pebbles. At the centre of the man-

dala there are two stones – mummy and daddy. 

Around these stones we lay others to signify the de-

velopment of the child through the care of his or 

her parents, through breastfeeding, nurture and 

nourishment. Gradually a beautiful image emerg-

es as a symbol of the human being.

The end of the ceremony consists of gathering the 

stones together in the bowl. We return to the begin-

ning, to  begin anew. 

Reference to Buddhism: 
No birth - No death

Holy Saturday ritual

On Holy Saturday we draw pictures, as we have de-

scribed above.

Reference to Buddhism: 
Interbeing, transformation

Easter Sunday

On Easter Sunday, we hunt, of course, for chocolate 

Easter eggs and celebrate the coming of spring. 

(and we also spread the ashes).

Reference to Buddhism:
Simple joy, being happy

Uli Lütringhaus 
 
Interested in joining in? We are happy for all the 
new ideas we get. 
E-Mail: uli.luettringhaus@gal-bayern.de
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When in the spring of 2020, in response to 
the first wave of Corona, the EIAB had to close 
its doors, my first reaction was astonishment. 
I simply did not want to believe that the virus 
could spread in such a devastating way and 
have such an effect on our social lives. 

Somehow I was “offended“ 

by this invisible “enemy“ as well as by the 
measures that followed, the necessity of 
which I only understood later. Plum Village, 
the EIAB, and many Sanghas reacted more 
sensibly: they quite spontaneously offered 
online alternatives. While I was still sulking, 
I heard from all sides how enriching the on-
line events could be. But I still had difficulty 
imagining how it was possible to really con-
nect with each other online.

I owe my “breakthrough“ to the EIAB, in par-
ticular to the friendly invitations of Sr Song 
Nghiem. First, she asked me to contribute to 
the online children‘s programme at Christ-
mas, i.e. to make a video - and lo and behold it 
was even a lot of fun! Then Sr. Song Nghiem 

invited me so warmly to the online New 
Year‘s retreat that I actually joined in and 
participated as often as my time allowed. 
That was what finally won me over: It was 
quite wonderful to sit in meditation with the 
monks and nuns at the EIAB. The atmosphere 
was really present in my own room - or to put 
it the other way around: it was as if I was “re-
ally“ sitting with them in the Ashoka building 
in Waldbröl. The Dharma Talks were also 
“very real“. 

The highlight was when Thay Phap An 
took us to Thay and Sr. Chan Khong and 
on a tour through Thay‘s monastery in 

Hué ... 

For me this was, in a totally unexpected way, 
the fulfilment of a decades-old wish to visit 
the place where Thay has his roots - and thus 
to trace my own spiritual roots back to their 
source. I was deeply touched, and this memo-
ry alone makes my heart tremble.

After this experience, I set up a Zoom room 
for my community at Friedenshof and start-

ed offering mindfulness days and medita-
tions via Zoom. Not only was I surprised at 
how easy and relaxed it is, I also discovered 
many advantages: People don‘t have to travel 
far, some of the organizational issues (accom-
modation, meals) are eliminated, the “break-
out rooms“ allow intensive personal shar-
ings, which are almost every bit as good as 
“live sharings“ ...

Only recently, during the course with Sr. Bi 
Nghiem on the 14 Mindfulness Trainings, I 
was once again able to experience the many 
helpful possibilities the Internet offers: More 
than 90 people participated, including many 
OI members, who also offered short talks on 
their experience with the Trainings. One par-
ticipant said at the end, “This was the most 
beautiful thing I have ever experienced.“ It 
made me very happy to see so many people 
with an interest in giving their lives a mind-
ful direction. Thank you, Sr. Bi Nghiem, for 
this wonderful initiative; a big thanks to 
EIAB for your diverse Internet presence!

With a deep bow to Thay, who through his 
very being is a bubbling source of inspira-
tion, love and peace.

Jan-Michael Ehrhardt 
True Practice of Harmony

My experience with  
the Online-EIAB
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My dear friends,

Whenever I sit down to write you an email, I 
put one of my most beautiful smiles on my 
face. It‘s a secret way for me to connect with 
you, a quiet and joyful moment of 
togetherness.

It‘s already spring here. It rains a lot, but 
still there are many days when we can enjoy 
the sun. Some of the brothers have already 
started walking barefoot. When it is sunny, 
it is very pleasant to do walking meditation 
in the pine forest. It is fresh and quiet - only 
the gentle sound of the wind somewhere in 
the fragrant branches above can be heard. 

The cherries in the hamlet are ripening and 
it is a great joy for the monks to climb the 
cherry trees to pick the fruit and eat it 
directly. As you can imagine, not every 
brother is the most skilled acrobat at this. 
We see many of them in strange body 
positions, sometimes holding pots or pans 
full of red fruit. The situation includes 
ladders around, unpredictable jumps and 
screams and laughter, and scared squirrels 
or magpies. Often cherries fly down of the 
tree and someone tries to catch them 

underneath. For the cats and some elder 
siblings, this cherry euphoria may be a bit 
too loud and perhaps not quite in keeping 
with monastic fine manners. 

Dear friends, as you know, after about 
eight months of staying in the monastery 
as an aspirant, I was ordained a novice in 
October 2018. Something that became 

clear to me right after the ordination was 
the fact that I was marrying all the 

brothers at the same time. 

We became one family and started living 
together, sharing the same bedrooms, 
bathrooms, and dining tables. Imagine how 
flexible and relaxed we should be, living 
together with 70 brothers and hosting 
hundreds of guests every month in 
non-Covid times. 

In the monastery, all brothers are assigned 
to the so-called rotation teams. Each week 
the rotation involves cooking, washing 
dishes, cleaning the hamlet, or leading the 
walking and sitting meditations. As you can 
imagine, the teams are very international. 
For example, my current team #7 has 
members from the Netherlands, Germany, 

Malaysia, Italy, France and Bulgaria. With 
such international teams, we always have 
very colorful dishes from all over the world. 
Of course, it‘s not always easy to find the 
right way to communicate when we are so 
different. The French, for example, love to 
talk about rights, equanimity, and the 
quality of food; the Americans can describe 
such nuances in their perceptions and 
feelings that I sometimes feel like a bag of 
sand; the Germans love to organize and 
optimize, and the Italians to talk about 
relationships and to play. When you ask 
some Asian brothers to do something, 
sometimes they say “yes“ just to end the 
conversation and with the intention of not 
doing it. To this picture you can add the 
different levels of English we speak and the 
social difficulties some of us might have. 

It happens that one feels lonely among  
so many brothers.

Me, for example, sometime I want to have 
the food that my mother prepared for me, 
tell jokes that only Bulgarians can 
understand, use the language of my 
ancestors. For me, being a monk also means 
learning to let go. Thay reminds us that, if 

Being a novice in Plum Village 
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you want to climb a ladder, you should let go 
of step 6 to reach step 7. I am very happy that 
I was born and had the chance to grow up in 
my small country, learn our amazing Slavic 
language and meet so many wonderful 
people. I love our mountains - the Rodopi, 
the Balkans...the Black Sea, the sound of our 
language, the wisdom of the old people and 
the freshness of the young; I love our 
humble history and culture. I love all of you, 
my friends and my family. And it is really 
difficult not to be near my mother when she 
gets older.

For me, walking this path requires going 
beyond being Bulgarian. It is a journey deep 
into the human being. The place where we 
are all the same. The place where we feel 
alone and afraid of pain and death, the place 
where we want to be understood and loved, 
where we want to be calm and happy. 

The search for this place connects me 
with all the brothers in my sangha and 

with all their ancestors. It makes it 
possible to relax in the monastery, to have 
confidence and even to share my pain and 

difficulties and to ask for support.

There is sometimes a feeling that I know I‘m 
not doing things right, but I don‘t know how 
to stop, I don‘t know how to be better, I don‘t 
have the energy and clarity to behave 
differently. I may continue to behave the way 
I don‘t like and even cultivate hatred 
towards myself that I can‘t stop. When I have 
the conditions to be at peace within for a 
while, I can see that I don‘t fully understand 
how many of my actions or those of others 
that I find unacceptable manifested. Often, I 
think that only I was responsible for 
something happening, but when I look 
deeply, I could see that I neglected all the 
contributing conditions, all the pressure of 
the situation, the social influence, my inner 
weather and capacity at the time, my desires, 
my age, my beliefs, my ignorance, my 
ancestral heritage, habitual energies, 
upbringing, difficulties, complexes, and the 
desire to feel better.... 

Forgiveness for me is not only accepting 
the pain of what happened, but also 

accepting that there were many 
conditions that came from many 

directions that contributed to something 
happening. Then I can silently say to 
myself that “sometimes this happens.“

As a monk, I am happy to have enough time 
not to be in a hurry. Well, that‘s partially 
true, of course. When I‘m late for sitting 
meditation or when I‘m peeling potatoes and 
have a little over an hour to serve lunch. As 
you know me, in the past I used to work a lot 
and was busy even after work. I didn‘t have 
time to stop and contemplate the yellow 
chrysanthemum in the morning mist or the 
raindrops falling on the window. Only when 
I was completely exhausted, I would lie 
down on the couch, and even at that moment 
I would read something on the Internet or 
watch a movie until I fell asleep. 

When I think now - I just didn‘t give 
myself the chance to meet… ”me”.

 I was afraid of what I would see if I stayed 
alone with nothing to do. In the monastery I 
managed to organize this meeting with 
myself and .... yes - it was scary and it is 
scary. The scariest thing is the discovering 
that I am not the person I thought I am or 
want to be. Sometimes, when I managed to 
relax deeply, I could allow this concept about 
who I am to change and fade out. For me, it is 
now daily practice to discover that the sun, 
the oceans, the trees, my ancestors, the wind 
and the beautiful minerals are also “me“.... 
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Such a beautiful part of me that I never had 
time to discover.

Staying with my breathing is something I am 
still learning. This simple awareness helps 
me connect with myself. A few breaths are 
already enough for me to know that I am 
feeling fear or pride, excitement or anxiety. 
If the feelings are uncomfortable, I don‘t like 
them to be a part of me. 

One of my biggest surprises in my novice 
time was the realization that I am, in fact, 

angry a lot of the time. 

“How is that possible?“, I asked myself.  
“I am a nice person and have many friends 

... No, this can‘t be true ...“. 

The journey to myself is painful. The truth 
is not always as gentle as the petals of apple 
blossoms falling over my shoulders. 

I realized that not accepting who I am is 
aggressive. When I pretend to be someone 
else that I want to be or someone I think 
others would like more, I damage the 
relationship with myself.

My daily practice now is “stopping.“ To stop 
looking for happiness in being someone else 
or looking for conditions to feel better. I 
have had enough of running. Following my 
breath, I allow myself to be weak, confused, 
angry or curious, I allow myself to love, to 
suffer, to have good and bad moments. I use 
all my efforts, mindfulness and love to 
become a better friend with my anger and 
hatred, to understand my pride and fear, 
and to enjoy life as it is. I relax while 
dwelling in the incredible ocean of feelings 
and perceptions and allowing them to 
happen freely. I realize that when I practice 
like this, I am able to cultivate understand-
ing, compassion and love. I know that if I can 
cultivate and sustain this energy, I can 
happily fulfill my monastic path.

Huuu, let me give you a hug. 

Please send me an e-mail about how are you 
doing and what are your plans for the 
summer.

Many greetings from Plum Village

Br. Thien Chi
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  My Practice – how it all began

After my burn-out and rehab, I heard about 
working with the inner child.

I really wanted to go deeper into this work 
with the inner child and began looking for a 
suitable course. I shared this with my yoga 
teacher at the time, and she gave me a course 
programme from the EIAB. There was a 
course with Thay Phap An and Sr Song 
Nghiem ‘Embracing the inner child’. That 
was in 2013, and my first contact with the 
EIAB. I registered for the course, and 
thought, if I‘m going to travel all that way 
from my home near Augsburg to Waldbröl, 
I might as well stay for a few days before the 
course starts to settle in a bit.

However, when the time of the course ar-
rived, my father was very ill and deep inside 
I felt he was going to die. Nevertheless, I still 
wanted to attend the course; I felt it was in-
credibly important for me. 

I had no idea what awaited, I just knew,  
I had to go.

On the long drive to Waldbröl, my decision, 
given my father‘s condition, seemed to be-
come more and more outrageous with every 
kilometre that passed. When I arrived at the 
EIAB, I felt completely lost. I had had no pre-
vious contact with Thich Nhat Hanh’s mind-
fulness practice, nor with any form of Bud-
dhism. I had never heard of a mindfulness 
bell and when a monk fell silent at the sound 
of a telephone in the middle of explaining 
something to me and didn’t continue until a 
bit later, my first reaction was irritation. I 
had no idea that the bell was reminding him 
to return to the present moment and to 
breathe consciously. But I felt such incredi-
ble love and compassion when I arrived, that 
the sadness at my father‘s imminent passing 
was strongly present. During my first night 
at the EIAB, I felt a much deeper connection 

with him than ever before. I felt he was call-
ing me, that he was going to die. I was totally 
unsure whether to stay or go back home the 
very next day. The next morning I had a con-
versation with a sister and explained my di-
lemma. She told me that if I felt the need to go 
back to be with my father, I should go. If I de-
cided to stay, I should be completely there. At 
the time I didn‘t really understand what she 
was trying to tell me. I think I understand 
now that she was saying that whatever you 
decide, ‘Be fully there where you are and 
stay in the here and now.’ 

I stayed another day. I meditated, I took a 
long walk, and I listened to myself. The next 
day I decided to return home. I took my time 
... I don‘t know why, but I did. On the way 
home, I visited my daughter and we drove 
home together. The next morning we want-
ed to visit my father, and her grandfather, 
right away. But we were too late. He passed 
away that morning.

The nuns and monks of the EIAB sent my fa-
ther energy in their prayers. I am very grate-
ful for that.

I have still not attended a course on the in-
ner child.

However, I have attended some other cours-
es over the last few years. After my first re-
treat, I felt better than I had for years and the 
feeling persisted. Although my practice was 
irregular and slow at first, I kept in contact 
with the EIAB and my Sangha in Augsburg. 
Yes, I know I don’t attend so often, but I feel I 
belong. I attend the retreats in Weyarn 
whenever possible, but it has taken many 
years for me to be able to meditate regularly 
on my own. For a long time I could only med-
itate in a group, but since 2020 I have been 
meditating almost daily. In fact, I think the 
Corona pandemic helped me. There was less 
going on in my life - hobbies had to wait, 
meeting friends was very limited, birthday 
parties were cancelled, no trips were 
planned - so I had/have more time for my-
self. I could do online courses and didn‘t 
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have to travel long distances. Online courses 
are easier for me to plan, even though I expe-
rience courses where you meet other people 
as more powerful. Even when I had to work 
sometimes and couldn’t participate 100 per 
cent, I could still be there. This time is very 
valuable for me, and I feel much more stable 
and at peace with myself since I have been 
practising regularly. Even though the pan-
demic has been a great burden in many ar-
eas, it has also given me the time and leisure 
to take better care of myself and my mindful-
ness practice. Nevertheless, I am very much 
looking forward to practising together 
again, and having friends with whom I can 
walk this path of love and compassion to-
gether.

From my experience I can say:

Some things develop slowly and steadily 
and at some point they become a part of 
your life that you would not want to be 

without.

Dear Thay, dear Sangha: Thank you from the 
bottom of my heart!

Ingrid Schmitt
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Whether rain or snow 
If hot or cold, always love 

This dharma weather 

Clouds fill everyone´s lives at some time or 
another.

Many people are not sure how to meet the 
challenges of daily life. Most people have for-
gotten they can work wonders. This is where 
we can lend the helping hand of what I call the 
everyday bodhisattva. It is these bodhisattvas 
that keep everyday life running smoothly.

These are the bodhisattva who know how to 
see people, stand in a line and wait with them, 
sit and breath with them, open the door for 
someone, carry their bag, make someone 
laugh or listen to all their pain. These are the 
bodhisattvas who have seen the dharma in ac-
tion, those who know nothing remains the 
same, no pain stays, no exuberance remains 
forever, those who know every personal di-
saster can be tugged and turned into a virtue 

Dharma Weather

or a boon. In this web of life they know all 
things are interconnected.

There are no applications, no tests and no 
certificates, they just open their hearts and 
sit with another person and give them and the 
situation a chance to transform itself, know-
ing all the while that caterpillars turn to but-
terflies. Perhaps they do help with a smile or 
two. 

Any weather is good dharma weather. They 
know they can always lend that little helping 
hand to make big worries small again and lit-
tle hopes properly upsized. If you see a 
chance you too can practice the exercises of 
being an everyday bodhisattva.

So, whether rain or shine, any weather is 
good dharma weather.
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Lyrics by David Lee Schenker

When eating an apple, plum or date almost 
everybody throws away the part at the mid-
dle. But for the apple, plum or date tree the 
middle of the fruit is the most important part. 

Working with people we often act the same 
way. We see there good or bad looks, their 
wonderful or horrible smell, their talents or 
lack there of. For the most part, the most im-
portant part we never really look at or even 
disregard or disdain. 

The heart is what makes us human.

The heart lays at the core of our human expe-
rience.

Opening the heart is an older name for data 
transfer. Opening the heart lets in fresh air 
and gives our heart to do what we always 
want to do, to expand to infinity if we want.

Apples and Pears

Opening our hearts gives us a chance to do 
what we can never do in the material world, 
to expand exponentially. It is here that we 
find or remember that we are connected, tru-
ly connected, have never been anything but 
connected. It is here that we can give and re-
ceive in uncountable amounts, deal in pro-
portions we have never dreamed of and re-
ceive a degree of satisfaction hitherto 
unknown to us. The object of fairy tales we al-
ways wanted to believe but really could not.

And all along they were simply at the core of 
things.

I wish you a safe and heartfelt journey.
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Recently I received an invitation from Sister 
Song Nghiem to write an article for the EIAB 
magazine about my practice in Corona times. 
Initially it took me by surprise, but then it 
made me happy that Sister Song Nghiem had 
so much trust in me. Never having written an 
article for a magazine or anything like it be-
fore, and never having felt any great need to 
do so, I am not so confident. But now I would 
like to try. 

To begin I have tidied and cleaned my desk, 
and put a scented rose from the garden by the 
PC. My singing bowl, a wonderful heirloom 
from a dear friend who died, much too early, 
last year, is close by, just in front of a picture 
of our beloved teacher Thay. 

After inviting the bell and taking several 
deep breaths, I begin to write about my prac-
tice in this ongoing Corona crisis. For me it 
arrived in March last year and very quickly I 
found myself sitting alone in home-office 
and, for about two weeks, I didn’t leave home. 
And no-one came to visit either. As a precau-
tion I had bought plenty of food and filled up 
my car with petrol at the beginning of the cri-
sis. As I live alone, it soon became quite lone-

ly at home. Luckily I have a very dear Sangha 
friend, Christoph, who I have had as my sec-
ond body for more than a year. Our practice 
of sharing became more frequent and deeper. 
We shared almost every day on the phone 
about what we were feeling, and we also read 
the same books, passages from which we then 
read to each other during our phone call. The 
one who listens reads the text silently in his 
or her own book. In this time we read the 
book Fear by Thay. We are currently reading 
Transformation and Healing. Through Chris-
toph I have also got to know and love Pooh 
bear and his friends from reading Winnie-
the-Pooh by A. A. Milne together, a wonder-
ful idea of Christoph. 

I also had lovely, nourishing meetings with 
my dear Sangha friend Daniela, who had 
been my second body just before the out-
break of the pandemic. As we live close by, we 
met many times for a walk in the woods and 
also spoke by phone a few times. 

The Corona crisis also gave me the gift of an-
other second-body, my Sangha friend Klaus. 
As a result of the increasing personal difficul-
ties, including amongst practitioners, the 

“Source of Compassion“ Sangha in Ber-
lin-Hermsdorf published a list of offers to 
help from Sangha friends on its website. As I 
was experiencing difficulties with a neigh-
bour, which placed a strain on my mental 
health, after some hesitation, I summoned up 
my courage and turned to Klaus for help, who 
was listed as a conflict mediator and who I 
knew from beforehand. That was a piece of 
great good fortune! Klaus was very empathic 
and competent, and not just with regard to 
these difficulties, but also with regard to oth-
er relationships with a potential for conflict 
and finally also with my family difficulties, 
which I have not been able to resolve, despite 
all my efforts, and which often left me feeling 
helpless. Klaus taught me that when difficul-
ties arise it is helpful to initially do nothing 
and just wait. This put a healing stop to my 
urge to always do something to get rid of any 
difficulties. After some time passed, we decid-
ed that from now on we would be second bod-
ies and provided each other with a lot of mu-
tual support in our mindfulness practice. We 
developed the habit of phoning each other at 
a fixed time every week to share what we 
were feeling, in particular in relation to our 
practice. 

Insights into my garden

Experience in the Corona period
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A mindfulness Sunday planned for mid-
March with several Sangha friends at mine 
had to be postponed due to Corona. Nonethe-
less, I did have a mindfulness Sunday for two 
with Christoph. We had to wait until the be-
ginning of September to meet as a somewhat 
larger group. That day which we all enjoyed 
was mainly spent in the garden, and the guid-
ed deep relaxation under the tall forest trees 
was a real high point of the day. I celebrated 
Christmas at home with some Sangha friends 
in the form of a day of mindfulness. We had 
the feeling on this Christmas day, that it was 
really Christmas, as we were fully present, 
and full of love. 

Soon after the outbreak of the crisis, I was 
able to meet with friends from the Sangha 
BerlinZehlendorf, facilitated by Bettina und 
Kai Romhardt, via Zoom once a week at the 
normal time. How happy we were to meet 
again here in an, at the time, unusual way. 
And the Sangha in Berlin-Hermsdorf, facili-
tated by Annabelle Zinser, which normally 
meets twice a week in the centre “Source of 
Compassion“ was also soon connected via 
Zoom. For me this was a good opportunity to 
attend the regular Sangha meetings that took 
place twice a week. Previously, it hadn’t been 
possible due to the great distance. Nonethe-
less, I still knew many of the practitioners 
there, as I had often attended courses or 
mindfulness Sundays in the “Source of Com-
passion”. I am very happy about these regular 
meetings with Sangha friends. They provide 
my life with structure and help a lot with my 
mindfulness practice, and help me feel con-
nected with Sangha friends, so I feel more 
peaceful and have less fear. The days of mind-
fulness led by Bettina and Kai Romhardt and 
Annabelle Zinser were also very wonderful 
and helpful. In the previous year, with strict 
restrictions, it was also possible to practice in 
the centre itself and these days belong to the 
very special days of the last year. 

Something that made me very happy was how 
quickly the EIAB in Waldbröl offered the 
practice via Zoom. I attended the very first re-
treat, the Easter Retreat. How happy I was to 
see Sister Song Nghiem and Thay Phap An 
and the faces of the other nuns and monks 
who I know from my stays at the EIAB and 
morning Qi Gong in the park! To begin with 
everything was so new and unfamiliar and 
not so perfect, but still wonderful and full of 

human richness. I am full of gratitude for 
these courses and all the other offerings. I 
soon had the feeling that despite the distance 
the nuns and monks of the EIAB and the lay 
practitioners had come much closer. It 
brought joy to my heart. The summer retreat 
was the high point of last year for me. They 
were strict restrictions, including that each 
guest should have a fixed place in the medita-
tion hall, dining room and in the families. For 
me this process was very relaxing, as I no lon-
ger had to think about whether I needed to do 
anything to get a place. 

There are many other high points of the pre-
vious year, amongst them Zoom Shaolin Qi 
Gong courses, with Thay Phap Cu. These 
were not just Qi Gong courses, but also cours-
es in pure self-love! They helped me to under-
stand better how to bring body and mind to-
gether. I learned how to move my body in a 
beautiful way. For some time I have also been 
a Qi Gong student of Zhi Zhang, who offers 
morning Zoom courses from the Studio 
Zhang in Vienna. He is also a wonderful 
teacher, who offers his teachings with great 
personal commitment and enthusiasm. Re-
cently, the bamboo stick Qi Gong on Mondays 
with Brother Phap Tri has also been added. I 
am very grateful for the recordings of the 
various Qi Gong courses and the morning Qi 
Gong with dear Sister Song Nghiem and Thay 
Phap An, which I can use to practice at home. 
Since I have been practising Qi Gong, I have a 
lot more energy, my mind is more positive 
and my body more flexible than ever. Now I 
am even happy to get up earlier than usual to 
practice. 

There is also something else I would like to 
write about. That is my neighbourhood. Here 
I have found people with whom I can regular-
ly eat lunch together, and we support each 
other in the practical aspects of life. It all be-
gan when I asked myself who in my immedi-
ate vicinity I actually help. I had already 
heard about the various forms of neighbour-
hood help since the outbreak of the pandem-
ic. So, I looked around and contacted those 
neighbours who I knew were either old or ill. 
Out of this arose a community based on mu-
tual goodwill offering each other help and 
support that I would not want to be without – 
what a (Corona) gift.

Finally, I arrive at the most difficult area in 
my life – that is my biological family. But even 
in this extremely difficult relationship with 
my family there is healing at work. My older 
brother with whom I have always had prob-
lems, wrote me a loving and conciliatory let-
ter. What a gift! I am so grateful for this. Now 
I want to write a loving letter back to him. 
And the relationship with my mother, which 
is so full of pain, has also become much calm-
er. This is also a great gift. I’ve been able to 
visit my mother a number of times. On one 
visit I had the feeling, for the first time, that 
my mother was really happy to see me. It is 
very healing for me to be able to experience 
that. 

If I try to sum it up, then I can say that the Co-
rona crisis has brought many gifts and has 
strengthened my practice. As a result, I have 
become more generous, and help more often 
with donations where they are needed. Bud-
dha, Dharma and Sangha have become more 
important for me as well as clearer. This is my 
spiritual family. I am full of gratitude and 
love for all those who follow this wonderful 
and peaceful path. 

Elisabeth Panzer
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One beautiful morning at breakfast we saw a 
duck in front of the glass door leading to the 
rooftop terrace. Or more precisely, the head 
and neck of a duck, that kept disappearing 
only to reappear to take a good look at us. 
Nicola had already mentioned seeing a pair 
of ducks on the terrace, who came and went. I 
found it difficult to imagine here, in the mid-
dle of a big city, and found myself suddenly a 
little bemused to be actually looking at a 
duck. 

Then the duck vanished again, only to reap-
pear every couple of days. We were curious 
whether the duck would turn up regularly 
for a spot of wellness or relaxation. The roof-
top terrace is fully enclosed and so lovely and 
quiet. Nicola told me a couple of days later 
that by chance, when watering the flowers, 
she had discovered a nest with four eggs and 
the duck, who looked at her a little tensely but 

trustingly, behind two flattened lavender 
bushes.

The fire brigade’s animal rescue service told 
us to get in contact with the duck helpline. 
The elderly lady at the other end promised to 
come and pick up the ducklings and mother 
as soon as they had hatched, to look after 
them for a couple of days and then release 
them back into the wild.

Nicola began feeding the duck with oats, 
boiled potatoes, bananas and apples. To our 
astonishment the carefully saved salad was 
completely ignored. The duck didn’t eat much 
at all in any case, just a few polite mouthfuls.

The lady from the duck hotline had asked us 
to familiarize the ducks with people a little, 
so when she brought food, which she placed 
very close to the duck, Nicola tried to an-
nounce her presence with a mantra. In Bud-

dhist literature this mantra is recommended 
to help living beings relax in stressful situa-
tions. Obviously, this duck hadn’t received 
that particular teaching and was simply irri-
tated, only relaxing when we returned to nor-
mal language.

We knew that ducklings hatch more or less at 
the same time 28 days after the first egg has 
been laid. However, we didn’t know exactly 
when the first egg had been laid. We soon 
took the duck to heart and felt like grandpar-
ents awaiting the arrival of their first grand-
children. Nicola looked every day before and 
after work, to see if the ducklings had ar-
rived. The rooftop terrace was made ‘duck-
ling-safe’, the drains were covered with stones 
and a crack between the flower boxes, where 
the nest was, was also covered. Then came a 
few frosty nights and we were worried that 
the eggs might freeze.  And the Rheinbahn be-
gan to lay new rails in the street, with the ma-

Sometimes Happiness  
Arrives Unexpectedly
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chines making a terrible noise and the vibra-
tions shaking the whole house. The brave 
ducks put up with it for two weekends.

Then the moment arrived. After 28 days, or 
was it really 30, it occurred to Nicola that 
there was another crack in the flower box 
that a duckling could fall into, so she quickly 
grabbed a cloth to cover it with. As Nicola lift-
ed the flowers to lay the cover, a little duck-
ling gave a heart-rending shriek and ran back 
to the mother duck for protection. Deeply 
concerned Nicola began to worry about the 
duckling.

But the ducks seemed to have forgotten 
this first encounter very quickly, as the 
next morning the mother duck stood 

proudly in the middle of the terrace to 
show us her eleven ducklings.

So, time to ring the duck help-line. The lady 
told us that she couldn’t possibly take the 
ducklings, as she was already taking care of 
two duck families. She asked us whether she 
could come and collect the duck and duck-
lings and let them out in the nearby park. 
However, the park has dogs, cats, foxes, carri-
on crows, joggers, cyclists and other dangers. 
Then she asked if we could look after the 
ducklings for six weeks. Given the dangers in 
the park we quickly decided to keep the duck-
lings, and the next day we were given food for 
the duck mother and her ducklings. Later we 
realized that the ducklings can only fly at 
eight weeks, and are completely defenceless 
at six weeks. So we decided to keep the duck-
lings until they could fly.

Eight weeks with the ducklings. We know 
that one day the ducks will die just like all oth-
er living beings. I also start to worry whether 
at eight weeks old the ducklings will make it 
to the next park over the busy streets and 
crossroads on their first flight. We want to 
help them have a long and happy duck life, 
even though the universe doesn’t offer any-
thing that lasts forever. Even though the 
ducks and ducklings have grown close to our 
hearts, we know what began so wonderfully 
will end in eight weeks.

As we didn’t have enough food we had to find 
alternatives. We had no experience with 
ducklings. We knew of course that birds need 
bird sand. Other than that we made a variety 

of attempts, as ducks have differing prefer-
ences. What worked was boiled potatoes, 
eggs, and later grated cucumbers, salad and 
spinach, dried meal worms (ordered on the 
internet) and lots of potting soil.  Nicola and 
I, as well as Nicola alone, had an almost daily 
pilgrimage to the discount store opposite to 
buy sacksful of potatoes, at the beginning 
eggs too, and later four cucumbers a day and 
endless quantities of potting soil. Then we 
cooked the potatoes and eggs, mashed it all up 
to make duck food. 

This was the start of the real adventure. At 
our age we suddenly found ourselves in a 
type of new parent phase with loss of sleep 
and stress. Every morning the duck mama 
and her ducklings would wake us punctually 
at 04:50, as the ducklings wanted breakfast 
and needed fresh water. I can barely imagine 
anything more delightful than little duck-
lings. How often did we hear each other say 
“Aren’t they sweeeet.” Our compassion and 
affection for the ducklings helped us over the 
coming weeks. They grew very quickly. Often 
we just stood there in amazement at how 
quickly those tiny little things transformed 
into ever larger beings. They seemed to grow 
overnight, as did their digestive systems. Of 
course, what goes in at one end has to go out 
the other. It doesn’t smell too nice, and needs 
to be disposed of. In the third week the ‘little 
ones’ had a real growth spurt and needed 

feeding every 2–3 hours. The little ones’ 
wings are getting larger and larger and they 
are already starting to flap their wings. We’re 
curious how it will continue.

Thomas E. from Düsseldorf
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Dear Friends,

I write these lines at the start of summer as 
the facilitator of the Tutzing Sangha (a mem-
ber of the Munich Sangha, GAL), with a feel-
ing of complete fulfilment following a 4-day 
retreat in Weyarn, Bavaria, with Thay Phap 
An and Sr Song Ngiem, as well as three other 
nuns from the EIAB, on the subject of ‘Medi-
tation for Inner Wisdom’. After almost a year 
of corona-induced isolation,  Thay and the sis-
ters nourished us with their philosophi-
cal-Buddhist lectures, and, in addition, trans-
mitted a great deal of physical energy to us 
with their ‘Cultivating the Bodhisattva’ Qi-
gong exercises. We were all very, very grate-
ful for this energy. As a reward, after a stren-
uous hike, we enjoyed the shade of a 
500-year-old (replanted) lime tree in peace, 
contemplation and gratitude.

Last year in Tutzing was marked by regular 
meditations every two-weeks, but only up 
until December 2020. In Munich things were 
better, with regular weekly meditations, and 
the Monday online Sangha has developed 
wonderfully in terms of the number of par-
ticipants and the quality of the talks and shar-
ings. This online format will probably last 
well beyond the end of Corona. Individual 

highlights were a meeting of committed Bud-
dhists and Christians in the Benno Church in 
the Westend and days of silence in Schleh-
dorf Monastery.

It was sad that the obligation to wear masks 
led to members of the Tutzing Sangha stay-
ing away, as they considered this measure ex-
cessive in the light of the low incidence of the 
virus. There was a danger of creating a divi-
sion in the spiritual group. It was also sad 
that we had to close Tutzing for more than 
four months (from 22.12.2020 - 3.5.2021) and 
were only able to keep in touch through cir-
cular emails, which provided links to GAL 
Munich, the EIAB and Youtube meditations. 
During the lockdown one member of the 
Sangha in Tutzing was in the process of dying 
and unfortunately the only care we could of-
fer was via WhatsApp, for example the Five 
Remembrances, and, after his death, individ-
ual grief counselling.

When the Sangha was able to meet again in 
May 2021, we welcomed back twelve medita-
tors. As facilitators, this made us very happy. 
It also showed us that the thread of mindful-
ness had not been broken and that the wish to 
breathe together, to feel the spirit of commu-
nity and practice mindfulness with each oth-

er was still strong. Despite our different 
views on the need to wear masks, we remain 
a strong community and will continue to run 
the Sangha as best we can. The Sangha in Tut-
zing has been in existence for seven years 
now and until now we were the ‘youngest’ 
sangha in the GAL. Despite Corona, the Sang-
ha in Neuburg (a.d.Donau) and the Waldburg 
Sangha (near Ravensburg) have now joined 
the GAL too, and I believe that Corona, and 
the slow down the lockdown brought, has 
even strengthened our GAL.

May we all learn to just be present, from 
moment to moment, without expectations, 
simply and with an open heart. This is what 
Thay Phap An and the nuns from the EIAB 
showed us.

Klaus J. Wagner 
Growing freedom of the heart

Sangha-Spirit  
Spiritual and physical nourishment in Corona times
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I sat with Gabi on the Bisamberg. We were en-
joying the sun‘s rays and the magnificent 
view of Vienna when she said: “Twice in the 
last year I thought we wouldn‘t make it. First 
because of Covid, then your illness. But now I 
have to admit that the difficulties strength-
ened us and ultimately motivated us. In many 
areas we are further along than we were a 
year ago. And I am proud of that.“

Gabi is one of my partners in our tax consul-
tancy company, which we founded last year. 
She is from Hungary, just like me. Almost all 
of the team have their roots in other coun-
tries and speak several languages. 

I have been working for almost two decades 
to build up two companies in the field of ac-
countancy and tax consultancy. They are 
both something special for this industry: in 
addition to internationalism and profession-
alism, humanity is important for us. People 
are at the centre of everything we do. Both in 
our internal corporate culture and in our 
communication with clients.

People need to be seen, their needs need to be 
recognised - only then can our professional 
advice contribute to their satisfaction. Since 
I teach yoga and QiGong in addition to my 
work as a tax consultant and accountant, I de-
cided to apply this knowledge to everyday 
business life and to try the experiment of 
“spiritual management“.

So what was it like with Covid? What effect 
did it have on us?

At first, time stood still. It was as if there was 
a brief pause for breath all over the world. I 
personally enjoyed it - the long walks in the 
woods and the time with my son. After a few 
days, we got back to work and decided to set 
up a Covid team. A hotline for our clients, to 
listen to them and respond to them.

We all know: it was and is a time of uncertain-
ty, of change. A time when many companies 

and people need support. We helped where 
we could. I also got involved - gave more than 
usual – but never thought that I would go be-
yond my limits in the process. Then came the 
sobering hints from my body - a sign: “that’s 
enough“.

It came in the form of a small lump in my 
breast, which after a few agonising weeks of 
uncertainty was diagnosed as genetic breast 
cancer. Within a few days, I had to turn my 
life upside down, adapt all the corporate pro-
cedures to function without me. I recognized 
that this was the only way our business would 
be able to cope in the weeks or months I 
would be away. I immediately decided to deal 
openly with what was happening and ex-
plained the situation to the whole team. I held 
nothing back: I told all 35 or so team members 
- as well as friends and family - about my ill-
ness in the form of circular emails. I told what 
the diagnosis triggered in me, about the fears 
that visited me in the night. I spoke of what 
was in store for us and asked my partners and 
co-workers for support.

What followed was wonderful: the entire 
dream team proved that it is possible to grow 
in such a situation. They got involved, they 
stood behind me and followed the new proce-
dures and structures I had put in place at 
short notice. They managed to solve the prob-
lems without me during the weeks of my re-
covery and stood firm. 

If you now ask me how I experienced the last 
year, I can say: I had and have difficult mo-
ments. Moments of despair, moments of sad-
ness, moments of anger.

On the other hand, I experienced a connec-
tion to people and their willingness to help 
that is clearly stronger and greater than I 
ever dared to hope. An inexhaustible power 
that continues to support me; a power that 
opens and warms my heart.

What was it? 

Internationalism. Professionalism.  
Humanity.

Erika Krafft

Internationalism. Professionalism.  
Humanity.  
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My Buddhist and yogic practice helped me a 
lot and I consider this time with Corona as 
one in which I have learned a great deal. As in 
all painful and difficult times, my practice 
and my search becomes more intensive than 
in normal times, when everything is going 
well. 

I practised my asanas, breathing and medita-
tion for longer than normal, not least be-
cause I had more time. Contact with the Sang-
ha and my teachers became more and more 
important, and I deliberately read books, 
which did me good and helped me find an-
swers to the questions pressing on my mind. 
I regularly took part in the online days of 
mindfulness, which did me good, especially 
the Dharma talks.

I gave my yoga courses and individual yoga 
lessons online. This was important for many 
of my students, even though we were, of 
course, sad that we couldn’t meet. However, 

about half of my students didn’t participate 
in these lessons.

In December I will be giving a weekend re-
treat at the yoga school in Munich, where I 
was trained, on the topic of “Buddha and Pa-
tanjali in Dialogue.” This is a subject close to 
my heart that has occupied me for many 
years. After all I live very intensely with the 
spiritual teachings of these great masters. 
The similarities and differences in their 
teachings fascinate me a great deal.

In the year of Corona I read Old Path, White 
Clouds, The Heart of the Buddha’s Teachings, 
and The Buddha Said (in German only) by 
Thich Nhat Hanh. These books left a deep im-
pression and helped me to understand the 
teachings better.

I worried about my ninety year-old mother, 
who lives in a care home in Vienna. For nine 
months we were unable to see each other, a 

sad experience for both of us. However, we 
could at least talk on the phone every second 
day, which brought us closer than we have 
ever been. We always found something to 
talk about, mostly from the past, and we 
laughed a lot together.

I learned to see my family and my friends, my 
teacher and the Sangha through new eyes, 
and could truly appreciate the importance of 
these relationships for my happiness and my 
joy.

All in all, the Corona crisis was not just about 
sadness and worry, I also learned a lot, tried 
out new things and learned to value our lives 
and health much more. Over time there is 
nothing we can take for granted.

Eva Barth

Living with Corona  
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My mother was named after her grand-
mother Julijana. Both were very warm-heart-
ed, caring mothers. Both had a hard life. We 
come from Croatia, on the border with Hun-
gary.

Mama laughed easily and always had a smile 
for everyone. She was always happy to see me 
when I came home. Mama, you always greet-
ed me with joyful delight, hugged me and 
with moist eyes kissed me on both cheeks, 
with the same smacking sound you made 
when eating so heartily. Every time I left to 
return to Cologne you had tears in your eyes. 
Just like your mother always cried when we 
left her and our Croatian homeland. Like you, 
I was also hundreds of kilometres away from 
my mother. Fifty years ago, as a 17 year-old 
(already married to Papa), and with me inside 
your belly, you came to Germany. You 
brought me into the world in the hospital in 
Leonberg. On 31st May 2021, in that same hos-
pital after 2 weeks of intensive care in an ar-
tificial coma, your heart, full of love and pain, 
stopped beating.  Shortly after your death we 
were able to be with you. The machines had 
been turned off, and all the cables and tubes 
had gone. I couldn’t come near your lifeless, 
battered body. I looked around the room in 
search of your soul. It must still be here, the 
windows were closed.

I had stood outside this window for two days 
before your death, as your youngest daugh-
ter was at your bedside. A day before your 
death, I was with you, and in Corona protec-
tive clothing I very carefully touched you 
through the blue protective gloves. We were 
only allowed to see you one at a time, and then 
only when your condition was already very 
critical. When you were fully conscious on 
the normal Corona ward and so alone and iso-
lated, the Corona regulations prevented us 
from visiting you. I am so incredibly sorry 
that you had to spend your last days so alone. 
And that you were so often alone in your life. 
As I saw you lying in a coma through the glass 
window, I heard a little bird making clicking 

sounds. A redstart that had made its nest in 
front of that window and was feeding its 
young. Untiringly. Just like you used to cook 
for me and my sister. Every day. You were a 
very good cook and the best cake maker. At 
every family birthday there was black forest 
gateau and chocolate and nut cakes.

Just a few days after your death you arrived 
in your homeland of Croatia in a cream co-
loured hearse. After 50 years and innumera-
ble car journeys, your final journey home. 
This time we arrived back in Germany, where 
your roses are in full bloom, without you. 
You loved and cared for your flowers and gar-
den. In one corner on the terrace I once again 
heard the clicking sound, and there I also 
found a redstart’s nest! I was deeply moved, 
sad and very confused.

You were very happy in Croatia, where so 
many cats came to you for refuge, and who 
you took in, fed and deeply loved. Sometimes 
you even called my sister and me little cats.

You were a good and popular host, sociable, 
relaxed and joyful, full of life. Singing was 
something you loved and you were a passion-
ate dancer.  You often had physical and men-
tal pain. Dancing was your way to transform 
all your pain into joy and pure life energy.

Life didn’t spoil you. Never. You always did a 
lot of physical work as a cleaner for little 
money. And then at home taking care of the 

house. You were not able to enjoy your small 
pension. You were modest and frugal, and 
never experienced a holiday in a hotel. 
Mama, I would have loved to have had a real 
holiday with you and spoiled you. For many 
years you took care of your own mother until 
she died at the age of 97. Shortly after your 
67th birthday, the Corona virus ripped you 
out of our lives. I was there at your last birth-
day, but I was caught up in my own feelings 
and in relationship problems. I am so sorry 
that I could not fully enjoy those precious mo-
ments with you and wasn’t completely there 
for you. Now I will try to connect with you by 
taking good care of myself. In my relation-
ships with papa, my sister, the whole family, 
my sangha, friends and colleagues I will al-
low much more room for mindfulness, grati-
tude, appreciation and love. 

Lily Kurtić

Heartfelt Loss during Corona
Julijana Kurtić, born Hlavaćek on 5th April 1954, died 31st May 2021 as a result of Corona complications.
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The muffled sound of the large bell in the 
meditation hall of the EIAB emerges softly 
from the loudspeaker of my laptop standing 
close to me, then loudly – three times in a row. 
At home on my cushion my body relaxes. 

“This is a new day, we vow to go through 
it in mindfulness…“ 

I breathe in deeply and then out. The dark 
shadows of the night wander through my 
mind. The strange dream that kept me awake, 
puzzling, tensely listening in the emptiness 
for strange noises. I have forgotten it again. 
Confused fragments of memory passed by, 
followed by a restless, half sleep.

I sleep through the first item on the pro-
gramme of today’s online-retreat, Qi Gong at 
half past six with Sister Song Nghiem and 
Thay Phap An. Now I sit on my cushion below 
the roof still half asleep.

 “…the sun of wisdom has now risen, 
shining in every direction…“

A breath of fresh wind from the tilted win-
dow strokes my lower arm, it smells of the el-
derberry blossoms in front of the house. A 
sunny early summer day announces itself 
with the chirping of redstarts, and loud chat-
tering of sparrows. 

“…Namo Shakyamunaye Buddhaya“. 

Breathing in I know I am breathing in, breath-
ing out I relax my body. My shoulders soften, 
my abdomen moves up and down with the 
rhythm of my breath. Gently following my 
breath, I bring body and mind together, and 
become calmer and calmer. I allow the ener-
gy to flow down into my lower abdomen. I am 
getting better at it and I feel how I am able to 
let go and how the unpleasant pressure 
around my stomach eases, how I am more and 
more centred in myself.

For more than a year I have been sitting regu-
larly almost every day. My friend Gabriele 
put me in touch with an online Zen Sangha. 
Mornings, and when time allows evenings 
too, I sit together with the community. There 
is no morning or evening chant, instead we 
recite the Heart Sutra. No Dharma sharing, 
no singing together and laughing.  At the end 
the teacher offers a brief teaching. I still don’t 
know anyone personally, apart from my 
friend. Nonetheless, I now recognise the 
names and faces (I can’t see more than that on 
my screen): Rosa is always one of the first to 
log in before 6, along with Kerstin. Vera is 
certainly over 80, appears wise and serene. 
Gerald, one of the few men, always looks so 
serious. But surprisingly the discipline and 
strictness of the Japanese Zen tradition helps 
to stabilise me. I am more present and struc-
tured. This is what I need at the moment. 
More than a year ago our family was hit by 
Corona like an earthquake. In autumn, the 
tsunami rolled over us and turned every-
thing upside down. In addition to the Zen 

Morning Chant
“This is a new day, we vow to go through it in mindfulness…“ 
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Sangha, in spring I attended the first on-
line-retreats at the EIAB. As though I had 
foreseen what was to follow... The EIAB and 
its online-courses now became an additional 
anchor for me. 

On my cushion, I no longer tried to relax and 
concentrate, but sought desperately to free 
myself from the inner demons attacking me. 
They took away my breath and turned my 
stomach. My daily practice was to see my 
fears and somehow put up with them, to ac-
cept them, reconcile myself with them and al-
low them to slowly, slowly dissolve.

Astonishingly, I slept very well. Above all, 
when I had practised bone marrow cleansing 
Qi Gong before the evening meditation. On 
top of this I had also received a mantra from a 
Lama (I really sought help in all directions). 
Every evening I fall asleep with the chant, 
and in the morning I recite it 108 times. 

Yesterday too, after the demanding retreat 
day, I listened to it before falling asleep, why 
didn’t it help? I thought of how intensely I had 
reacted in the morning when Sister Song 
Nghiem read the sutra. My stomach began to 
cramp and tears ran down my cheeks. 

It is something I have become accustomed to: 
out of nowhere, completely unexpectedly, 
feelings and sensations arise that overwhelm 
me. At the end of a meditation, I often notice 
how wet my face is although I don’t remem-
ber crying. As though the dam holding a sea 
of tears – long pent up – has finally cracked. 

The cushion is the place where everything 
may come, and is welcome. I practise with 
Thay Phap An’s image of a “block of pain“, 
that I know from so many courses with him: 
the block of pain wants to be embraced and 
transformed. In the many online courses, to 
which Sister Song Nghiem invited me, his 
guided meditations were especially precious 
for me. Thanks to them I feel a clarity and 
warmth of heart that deeply moves me. And I 
am often able to maintain this for a long time 
after the course has ended.

But yesterday it didn’t work: the Dharma talk 
after the meditation and sutra was extremely 
complex.  My belly rebelled, all tensed up I 
tried to concentrate on Thay Phap An’s expla-
nations. But it didn’t help. Late in the evening 
after the Dharma sharing and Sister Song 
Nghiem’s “Dharmadrama” I fell exhausted 
into bed, where the demons were already 
waiting…

The familiar sound of the gong from the lap-
top – in the distance an aeroplane buzzes in 
the sky. As I open my eyes, the sun shines 
through the window.

“And with the sound of the small bell we 
will stand up.“

In my trouser pocket I feel the filigree Bud-
dha pendant from Sister Song Nghiem. It has 
been a loyal companion since autumn, in ev-
eryday life a reminder of my practice.

“We bow to each other, before the Buddha 
altar and to the beauty of nature outside.”

The pressure in my stomach has disappeared. 
Refreshed and strengthened I stretch my 
body. On the screen tiny, happy retreatants, 
sisters and brothers, Sister Song Nghiem and 
Thay Phap An wave. What a shame that they 
are all so far away, and how consoling that we 
are nevertheless so connected.

Sabine Haas
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It was incredible how these words immediate-
ly transformed worry, uncertainty and also 
fear into power and action. Suddenly it was 
clear what to do: I flipped open the laptop - 
started the email programme and invited the 
online Sangha to consciously start tomor-
row‘s first day of the lockdown at 5.30 am to-
gether. 

This one-off event turned into a daily ritual 
of consciously beginning each new day to-
gether. Every morning we felt our connec-
tion and prepared ourselves for the new day. 

My family, who got up a little later, was also 
touched by this freshness, confidence and 
love, as my actions, words and thoughts were 
also the fruit of this morning practice. 

The meditative togetherness turned into an 
online meditation session, and we created op-
portunities for silent online meditation in 
the evenings. I experienced these months as 
an intensive retreat with daily meetings with 
the Sangha, meditation, sharing - connection. 
Sometimes the many family responsibilities 
involving home office and homeschooling 

made me tired- but it was a peaceful tired-
ness.

The power of asking, “What can I contrib-
ute?“ - “How can I support?“ - “What can I 
give?“ filled me. These questions freed me 
from the tense prison of my own mind. What 
liberation: 

I could rest in something much bigger 
than myself. 

‘What kind of person do you want to be  
in these times?’

This question came to me on the Sunday before the first lockdown in mid-March 2020 in Austria. 
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In the process, the mental concept of “giving 
and receiving“ melted away quite naturally. 

I realised that there are no givers and 
takers.  
I no longer recognised givers and takers.  
I could no longer distinguish between 
them. 

It is giving and receiving that connects us. It 
makes little difference whether we are giving 
or receiving in this particular moment - we 
open up and connect for both. 

What makes a huge difference, however, is:

• When we close ourselves to giving and re-
ceiving. 

• When we are trapped in our opinions, at-
titudes, ... and opening is no longer possi-
ble.

• When we experience ourselves as sepa-
rate.

Wrong perceptions and the associated feel-
ing of “being separate“ creates so much suf-
fering. It triggers deep pain in me and leads 
to thoughts, words and actions that harm oth-
er people and the earth.

This pain invites me to sit on my cushion or 
practise walking meditation or simple activi-
ties connected to the breath. These help me 
reconnect with myself and the present mo-
ment. Usually this makes me aware of a fear 
that wants to protect me and whose only solu-
tion is to “disconnect“ or “oppose“.

Breathing connects me with my body.

It connects me with what is apparently 
outside. 

Slowly, the narrowness of separateness dis-
solves and I can feel the vastness and securi-
ty of connection again. From this connected-
ness, completely new thoughts, words and 
actions can now be born. 

It makes little difference whether we give 
or take.

However, it makes a huge difference 
whether we give or take out of a feeling 

of connection or separation.

Sister Song Nghiem asked me an intriguing 
question that perhaps fits my experience: “As 
a practitioner and psychologist, how would 
you heal the world?“

From my perspective today, it is the aware-
ness of connection - of interbeing - that heals: 

“The world could heal if it were possible for 
all beings to feel connected with everything 
else. The experience of interconnectedness 
naturally gives rise to love and compassion 
and this love heals. It heals through 
thoughts, words and deeds.“

Interbeing/connection is not an abstract con-
cept, but can be experienced in every mo-
ment when we live mindfully:You can be con-
nected with yourself. You can feel your body 

and the life in it and you notice: the whole cos-
mos is within you.

You can be connected with others. You can be 
really present and know that you are not sep-
arate from others.

This interconnectedness naturally extends 
beyond yourself and your immediate sur-
roundings to encompass Mother Earth and 
all beings. 

This experience of connection can help us be-
come aware how every thought, word, action 
has an effect on the world, so we choose more 
consciously what we send into the world. 
Eventually these thoughts, words and actions 
will heal us and the world.

What kind of person do you want to be in 
these times?  
How do you want to heal the world? 
Feel the connection and you will know it 
and do it.

With much love and compassion - Susanna  
Susanna Mühlbacher - Gentle Energy of the Heart 
- lives in Hall in Tyrol and practices there in the 
Mindfulness Centre and in the online.achtsam-
keitszentrum with the Sangha.



146 | Am I lazy enough?

How are you? I am so happy to be writing to 
you now and want to share something with 
you. Come and sit next to me, if you feel like 
it…  

Last weekend I felt a strong impulse to dig 
out and read through all my notes and pa-
pers from my time in Plum Village (monas-
tery and practice centre of Thich Nhat 
Hanh).

It was wonderful to see how these notes 
awakened the young, inquisitive Susanna in 
me, who was experiencing completely new 
things, and enjoying the sun and shadow of 
the trees in south-west France, the wonder-
ful food, the Dharma rain, and the Sangha. A 
Susanna, whose freshness found expression 
in a beginner’s mind that was completely 
fascinated by the knowledge, and the ease 
and joy of the nuns and monks.

Each and every line brought a memory back 
to life, and one sentence in particular that 
Thay (Thich Nhat Hanh) added at the end of 
a talk just before a Lazy Day gave me a jolt.

Lazy Day – that is a wonderful name, is it 
not? On the other six days of the week we are 
bound within a relatively dense structure 
with plenty of ‘programme’, and then on 
Lazy Day the guests and all the monks and 
nuns have the whole day to spend as they 
want. Usually, I used the time to do my wash-
ing by hand, to meditate in the meditation 
hall or to take a long walk.

“Am I lazy enough?” 

This was the sentence Thay ended his talk 
with and asked us to practice with on the fol-
lowing Lazy Day. No, I wasn’t “lazy enough”. 
I created a structure for Lazy Day, kept my-
self busy and made sure I put the time to 
“good use”. Intuitively, I felt that something 
would “happen” if I let go of this structure 
and was simply lazy.

Today - 14 years later – I hear this question 
“am I lazy enough?” again, and in me a voice 
cries out loudly and honestly “no”.  Today I 
can see how I keep myself busy in order not 
to encounter what lies below the surface. To-

day I am ready to confront the fear that be-
ing lazy brings up and face what is there:

This is why there is a “Susi-Lazy-Summer“ 
and many of my activities are taking a sum-
mer holiday.

I am taking a rest. 
I am taking a rest this summer. 

And I feel Thay smiling at me and  
the Sangha accompanying me with the 

question: 
“Am I lazy enough?” 
And how about you? 

“Are you lazy enough?”

Perhaps you would also like to take a break, 
a little break every day or for several days 
at once. I will smile at you in the break and 
ask: “Are you lazy enough? Or perhaps not 
quite ;-)?” 
Mit viel Liebe!  
Susanna

Susanna Mühlbacher (Gentle Energy of the Heart) 
practises with her sangha in Hall in Tirol and with 
her sangha in the online mindfulness centre.

Am I lazy enough?
How are you? I am so happy to be writing to you now and want to share something with you.  

Come and sit next to me, if you feel like it…  
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I am one of the winners in this Corona crisis. 
I benefited from the fact that I had fewer peo-
ple to take care of in the Workshop for People 
with Special Needs. The WfPSN is divided up 
into groups based on where people live. We 
continued to receive the same salary, al-
though we only had to take care of seven peo-
ple instead of the normal fifteen. Of course, 
we still had to deal with the fears and anxiet-
ies they had on a daily basis, and some of 
them were frightened to death because they 
simply couldn’t understand what was going 
on all around them. Many were afraid the 
world was on the brink of collapse. Helping to 
calm these people was the most difficult part 
of this crisis for me.

Overall, I consider it good that we learned to 
have more respect for ourselves again, by 
keeping our social distance. Speaking for my-
self I certainly haven’t missed the big events, 
I like living in peace in the mountains.

Thomas Hochrhein

Me and Corona
Live the peace on the mountain
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Monday morning, for some reason I have a 
slight headache. Maybe I shouldn’t have had 
that last beer. The radio is blaring the same 
music for the hundredth time, I have already 
heard the same news twice.  I am annoyed. 130 
kilometres to work, the same crap every day.

‘Hey, you idiot. Stop tailgating!’ Then the car 
phone rings. ‘What does the tailor want 
now?’ It can only be something stupid. Does 
he actually know how stupid he is? I answer 
it anyway and it‘s something unimportant. I 
explain to the tailor, not exactly in a friendly 
manner, that it will certainly be 15 minutes 
before I’m there. ‘What exactly don’t you un-

derstand about me being there in 15 min-
utes?’ I hang up.

Nine hours later. I‘m sitting in the car again. 
My eyes hurt. I have to really concentrate. 
Am I just getting too old for this kind of life?  
What kind of life?  So this is it? Well, it‘s not 
all bad. I earn quite well and have a great wife 
who I‘d really like to see more often. I usually 
fall asleep straight after dinner and my eve-
ning beer. The radio programme seems to be 
on an endless loop. I can‘t stand it anymore 
and turn it off. 

SILENCE - only the hum of the engine can 
be heard. Something has to change and 
every change starts with the first step.

Step 1 - I listen to the 6 o‘clock news and turn 
off the radio. Someone, somewhere had given 
me the audio book ‘A Brief History of Time’ by 
Stephen Hawking. Theoretical physics, space 
and time, relativity and quantum mechanics. 
Energy is never lost, only ever transformed. 
Change - very exciting. I notice in myself that 
I am driving more calmly.

Step 2 - I have never actually read the Bible. 
But somehow Hawking has inspired me to 
catch up on it now. New Testament - audio 
book for 5,200 kilometres, i.e. one month. It‘s 
one of those things you have to have read. Pe-
riod.

Step 3 - My wife is always good for surprises. 
She presses a new audio book into my hands. 
As it will turn out, this is a turning point in 
my life. ‘The Shack - A Weekend with God’ by 
William P. Young. The big topic is forgive-
ness, for others and oneself. I observe myself 
and am deeply impressed by the stunning im-
pact of this book. The Bible makes sense. I find 
it difficult to understand why I had to get so 
old before I could find the time to think about 
it properly. I feel how much more relaxed my 
driving is.

Step 4 - I search for more audio books by Wil-
liam P. Young. At the online bookseller I find 
under ‘Other customers also bought ...’, books 
by the Dalai Lama, for example: ‘The Way to a 
Meaningful Life’. This is how life should be - 
meaningful. I start to shorten my to-do list - 
live! The question of HOW remains. I already 
notice the first changes in myself. ‘The tailor’ 
is also just a human being with his worries. 
Listening becomes one of my major exercises, 
and by that I don‘t just mean the audio book in 
the car, but also to other people.

Step 5 - Training techniques for heart and 
mind. I wanted to learn HOW to deal with my 

Driving along the Path  
of the Bodhisattva
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feelings and thoughts. ‘The Wise Heart’ by 
Jack Kornfield promised help with this and 
did help. The Buddhist view of humanity, the 
healing power of mindfulness - my curiosity 
was aroused. I had never thought I would be 
looking forward to a car journey just so I 
could continue listening to a book. 

Step 6 - Mindfulness. ‘The Art of Living’ by 
Thich Nhat Hanh. The seven concentrations 
(teachings): emptiness, signlessness, aimless-
ness, impermanence, non-attachment, let-
ting go and nirvana opened a path for me that 
changed my life hugely. I decided to give up 
alcohol completely. I wanted to experience 
life in every second. At first, it wasn‘t as hard 
as I thought. Colleagues noticed I had 
changed, and not just because I had installed 
an hourly gong on my computer that echoed 
throughout the entire department. Walks 
during breaks developed into a time for deep, 
‘mindful’ conversations with colleagues. On 
the motorway, I became a ‘decelerator’. Lis-
tening to my book, I drove slower and slower, 

catching myself driving only 100 km/h. 
Strangely enough, I didn‘t arrive any later 
than usual.

Step 7 - Thich Nhat Hanh showed me the way 
to the EIAB, and it is no more than 20 kilome-
tres away from us. My wife already knew 
this. This was something else that in my haste 
and hurry I hadn‘t noticed. We made our way 
to the EIAB. Could one just go in there? After 
some hesitation, we entered the monastery 
and took in the atmosphere. With the EIAB 
magazine in hand, we drove home. We had 
plenty to read and promptly attended a day of 
mindfulness. This was followed by a hiking 
retreat with Brother Phap Xa and Johannes 
Thomm. I got an idea of interbeing - being one 
with nature, with other people, with myself. I 
now find it easier and easier to meditate, and 
meditation has now become part of my daily 
routine. 

There will be many more steps. Every retreat, 
whether online or at the EIAB, brings me a lit-

tle bit further. I am grateful for the support I 
receive from the brothers and sisters of the 
EIAB as well as from Sangha meetings - on the 
path of the Bodhisattva.

Christopher Bohne
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He smiled at the orange in his hand and said 
that in an orange you can see the sun that 
made the fruit ripen, the rain that watered 
the orange tree, and that when we eat an or-
ange we are being nourished by the sun and 
the rain.

This same way of looking can be applied to all 
foods. In the retreat it was easy to practice be-
cause we were all doing it together at the 
same time. And my inner child enjoyed learn-
ing how to eat mindfully.

But I was afraid of what would happen when 
I was back in my usual environment and ev-
eryday life would imperceptibly lead me 
back into old habits.

Taking the Mindfulness Trainings before the 
sisters and brothers reassured me, because I 
know that when I promise something, I al-
most always keep it.

At home once again, eating felt almost the 
same as it had before: putting food in my 
mouth, noticing the taste or not, chewing, 
swallowing. And depending on the situation, 
I would still be thinking and worrying about 
something. Physically I was there, but men-
tally I was somewhere else. This isn’t right. I 
can‘t always go to the monastery to be able to 
eat mindfully. The sisters and brothers must 
also have practised until it worked.

At first, the practice felt like learning vocabu-
lary:

‘I eat and know that I am eating bread..., 
I eat and know that I eating cereal.., 

I eat and know that I am eating the sun, 
the rain, and the work of many hands... 
and I am grateful for this nourishment.’

And I just kept on practising because I 
thought that at some point the pleasant feel-
ing I know from the EIAB must return.

Later, I added my own variations, like the pic-
ture of Sister Chang Kong smiling at me from 
a field of corn, or of Thay looking up from a 
rice field while sowing.

It felt good, but still a bit artificial and awk-
ward, like learning to drive a car together 
with the driving instructor: rear-view mir-
ror, side mirror, release the clutch. At first it 
feels a bit tiring and a bit cramped, until you 
find yourself driving naturally and automat-
ically.

I was also a little unsure about how ‘exactly’ 
to practise, as I also like to eat in front of the 
TV or in company. I was very relieved when 
Thay, more or less, gave a woman with the 
same problem permission to eat mindfully 
while watching TV and in company.

At first, I sometimes forgot to eat mindfully, 
and when I noticed this I wanted to scold my-
self, but Thay‘s smile said: much ado about 

nothing. After all, I‘m still practising. Then I 
run through the practice of mindful eating in 
my mind, which works too, and so nourishes 
not only my body but also my mind.

I read this slogan on a product: ‘A life full of 
miracles is a wonderful life’. Thanks to the 
teachings of Thay and the brothers and sis-
ters at the EIAB, I am learning that life is full 
of miracles.

One of my favourite miracles is that trees 
work for months to give us such lovingly 
packaged fruits: apples in green and red, 
pears in yellow, plums in blue, and and and ... 
Oranges take ten months to ripen ... It helps 
me relax when eating to remind myself of 
this.

Mindful Eating
Dear Thay, dear Sangha, The retreats at the EIAB and the Buddha’s teachings have changed my life for the 

better. During my first retreat at the EIAB, Thay spoke about mindful eating.
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It is similar with mindful drinking:

When I drink a cup of tea,

“I see the cloud in it,  
the rain,  

the plants,  
the sun.“  

(a tea master)

Sometimes, inwardly, I hear the brothers and 
sisters chanting at the end of the tea ceremo-
ny, and past, present and future become one 
(this is a Buddhist concept that Thay once 
taught, and helped make clearer for me). 
Then I feel the comforts of the constant pres-
ence of the sisters and brothers.

“The past has gone; but the present 
properly lived, creates a wonderful 

moment, and a past full of many beautiful 
memories, and a future of joyful 

anticipation.“ (Buddha)

In these hectic times, I have a great tendency 
to run. Something Thay said, ‘Stop running 
stupid’, which was shared by someone in a 
Dharma group, has helped me a lot. I also re-
alised during walking meditation that I was 
quite fast, and that this was okay, but I could 
also learn to be flexible with my speed, and 
that I can also learn to run mindfully....

The explanations by Thay and the brothers 
and sisters have also helped me to under-
stand a little bit about the Buddhist concept of 
emptiness: that everything is composed of ev-
erything else. That everything is within me, 
and that everything is dependent on cause 
and effect: orange seeds grow when they have 
sun and water and the right soil; and that ev-
erything is connected: when I breathe, the or-
ange tree gets carbon dioxide and water from 
my breath, and I get oxygen from the orange 
tree and a delicious orange.

Another of my favourite exercises is Qigong 
in the morning, because it helps me remem-
ber (thanks to the guidance of the brothers 
and sisters of the EIAB and the Zhang family) 
that my body is made up of sunlight, water, 
orange juice and many more delicious things 
from Mother Earth.

The explanations about chi also help me un-
derstand how I absorb life energy when I eat 
mindfully. In addition, the Qigong exercises 
bring strength and harmony back into my 
body, and a sense of connection with fellow 
practitioners around the world.

These exercises have changed my life posi-
tively, as has the Buddhist teaching that I can 
water “my positive seeds“ of love, joy, hu-
mour, and compassion. It really did me good 
to see and experience this with Thay and the 
brothers and sisters of the EIAB rather than 
just read about it.

I grew up in a culture where anger was seen 
in far too much of a positive light and treated 
with too much tolerance, and I am so grateful 
that now, when someone tries to provoke me, 
I can see them more and more through the 
eyes of compassion.

The work meditation was a wonderful oppor-
tunity for me to learn from the sisters and 
brothers how to complete everyday tasks in a 

mindful, life-energising way. Cutting vegeta-
bles became very relaxing (joy at what Moth-
er Nature gives us, joy that I can see the food 
with my eyes and am not blind, joy that my 
body is so healthy that I can cut the vegeta-
bles), washing the dishes became bathing the 
Buddha, and cleaning the hallway became an 
opportunity to dance happily with my inner 
water dragon.

Many, many thanks to all!!!

Dipl.-Päd. Dipl.-Psych. Nicola Zelle PP VT
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As painful as the pandemic is for many peo-
ple, for us it also has a positive side. We have 
more time. And we have used this time to 
practise.

We live in an old farmhouse in Altmühlfran-
ken. Although we have pellet heating and a 
wood-burning stove, it is not very warm in 
our house. Even in summer, when it‘s very 
hot outside, we still need to wear socks in-
side.

During the online events we realised that the 
dear nuns and monks at the EIAB are also al-
ways dressed very warmly, and so we thought 
that they could also do with some warm 
socks. And so the idea was born.

Eva (Source of Joy and Harmony) from the 
Sangha Fürth/Nürnberg/Erlangen - a won-
derful sock knitter - and our friend Martina 
from our Sangha Mudita were happy to join 
in.

Eva: “It has always been so wonderful in 
Waldbröl, and the socks give me a chance to 
give something back!“

Martina: “Candida has inspired me. I’d love to 
do something to make the nuns and monks 
happy and support them!“

As we all practice in the Plum -Village tradi-
tion, we were also able to look at knitting in 
the light of mindfulness:  

The whole cosmos has come together to make 
these socks. Humans, animals, plants and of 
course our beautiful earth are all involved. 
To make socks all elements needed to be pres-
ent. If the sheep had not supplied the wool, 
our knitting needles would have remained 
empty. On the other hand, without the knit-
ting needles the wool could not be used.  Not 
to forget the people, like Werner (Eva‘s hus-
band) and Beatrix (Candida‘s wife), who made 
knitting possible by doing other work.

And our love and the joy of doing it are also in 
the many stitches.

Such a stitch is also a good example of inter-
dependent creation. It cannot exist on its 
own. It always needs a previous stitch, a 
stitch below it and a stitch above it, as well as 
a subsequent stitch. And so one could also say 
that socks are made up completely of non-
sock elements.

While knitting, we also became aware that 
the word knit derives from the word for knot-
ting together. We realised that joining stitch-
es is very similar to what we do when, for ex-
ample, we have a perception that results in a 
feeling, which becomes a mental formation, 
which in turn brings up feelings and mental 
formations from the past and related to the 
future, and so “stitch by stitch“ a piece of knit-
ting, or knot, is created. Sometimes it is just a 
baby sock, but sometimes it is a jumper or a 
knitted dress. The good thing about it is that 
we can unravel knitted fabric very easily. In 

other words, through our practice we can 
also easily unravel knots: Breathe, smile and 
accept!

Eva: “For me, knitting offers the possibility to 
be completely focused on one thing, not to 
drift with my thoughts. Knitting is medita-
tion for me!“ 

Isn‘t our practice something wonderful? 
Whatever we look at in the light of the Dhar-
ma can support us and be helpful to us.

We ask ourselves: Have we - apart from warm 
feet for nuns and monks - added anything 
good to the world? The answer is yes, because 
we have practised, wholeheartedly and joy-
fully. An enlightened one says: When I stand, 
I stand; when I walk, I walk; when I sit, I sit; 
and when I lie down, I lie down! Perhaps we 
can add: When I knit, I knit! Even if it doesn‘t 
always turn out as it should.

Eva and Martina now have to get on with oth-
er things, but Candida continues to knit and 
so small packets of socks - which are also im-
permanent - will keep arriving at the EIAB.

The Buddha and Thay smile at us while we 
knit and we knit the smile into the socks, 
what better way to warm the feet of the dear 
nuns and monks.

Candida Löslein (Compassionate Path of the 
Heart) 
Beatrix Herrmann (Peaceful Path of the Heart)
Sangha-gardners of the Sangha Mudita in 
Gunzenhausen/Pflaumfeld

You Warm our Hearts –  
We Warm your Feet

Knitting together: Bea, Candida, Eva und Martina (from left).
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‘Breathe!’
Every step I am aware of, 
in the corridor outside my door, on the stairs of the house, 
every door I open, 
aware of my movements, 
every meal I prepare for myself 
that brings me joy,

Every reassuring word I can say to myself and to others - despite  
everything, 
every pain in my body I attend to, 
every softly sung “Island of the Self “,

Every moment in which I gently touch a green leaf in the courtyard, 
and every time I find it very easy, despite everything, 
to remind myself of three things I am grateful for TODAY,

Every time someone calls out into my panic, ‘Breathe’, 
and I hear the ‘bell’ in gratitude, 
and breathe in 
and breathe out,  
- every moment that I find my way back to inner peace, 
can only be this way, 
because I am on the path.

Life where I live in the centre of Munich is 
very hard. We all have our baggage from our 
different experiences of exclusion and social 
hardship to carry. For a long time I have not 
been able to go out, or meditate for long. Anx-
iety has made it difficult for me to keep up old 
beneficial contacts. I ask the Sangha for your 
support and good wishes. 

Nina, 39
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Venerable Buddha, venerable Su Ong,  
venerable teachers, dear Sangha!

My name is Pham Van Tam, Dharma name: 
Tam Thanh Than (Heart of Serenity), born in 
1967, living in Thuringia, Federal Republic of 
Germany.

First of all, I would like to tell you about how 
hard I have worked, my stressful life as a 
businessman and the frugality of my life for 
the last 30 years and more, starting from the 
first day I arrived in Germany. Due to my fam-
ily situation in Vietnam, where I was born 
during the war and grew up in hardship, I 
was ready to endure anything.

At this point I would like to ask my parents‘ 
permission and forgiveness for mentioning 
them in sharing my personal experience of 
the practice. I write from my heart and do not 
want to attack anyone; I love my parents and 
my siblings. In Vietnam, I was constantly 
worried about my family. Whenever my fam-
ily needed me, I was always ready to help im-
mediately without checking whether the call 
for help was really necessary or justified.

Over time, I was loved and respected by ev-
eryone in my (large) family every time I re-
turned to Vietnam or when I called to inquire 
about my family‘s health.

Ten years ago, a sad incident befell my family 
in Vietnam: my little brother, who liked to 
gamble and didn‘t take care of his business, 
lost a lot of money on football bets, got deep-
ly into debt and could even have got into trou-
ble with the law. If he couldn‘t pay back his 
debts to the people whose trust he had ex-
ploited, he would face a heavy prison sen-
tence! I scraped together all the financial re-
sources available to my small family and paid 
his debts in order to preserve the family‘s 
honour in Vietnam, and to save him from 
prison. He was going to get a chance to start a 
new, better life. Everything went well. I paid 
off the debts of all the creditors, and they in 

turn dropped the charges so my little brother 
was spared prison.

I thought I would be cheerful and happy af-
terwards, but that was not the case! As I was 
no longer in a position to help my siblings 
when they needed financial help, their love 
faded and no one contacted me or asked about 
me again. When I returned to Vietnam, I no 
longer received the usual love and affection 
from the family and was always criticised for 
not taking more care of them.

During this time I had the thought of ordain-
ing to forget this sad story. Why on earth do 
we have to live like this and make ourselves 
so miserable!!!?

But I love my wife and children, I don‘t want 
to see them suffer or cause them a life of 
deprivation. The children were still young 
and immature and didn‘t have steady jobs. If I 
had made such a decision, I would have saved 
myself from misery, but my family would 
have suffered a lot.

The time before I found the right path

My life was always focused on business, and 
I had no time for myself and my wife. When-
ever I had difficulties at work or problems 
with my business partner or my family in 
Vietnam, I often got angry and frustrated, 
and I passed all the anger onto my little fami-
ly. My wife and two children often had to put 
up with my harsh words.

I often quarrelled with my wife, rarely lis-
tened to her and the two children, and I hard-
ly spoke to them either. Everyone in the fam-
ily avoided me because I was always so 
quick-tempered. If my wife said something 
inappropriate to me, I found it insulting.

My anger was very great. At that time I 
thought my wife and children despised me 
because no one wanted to come near me. In 
fact, they did not despise me. They were just 

afraid of me! They were afraid to come near 
me because I could get angry so quickly and 
they felt threatened.

One day, in 2019, my wife attended a retreat at 
the EIAB, and I noticed how she changed. Ev-
ery day I saw her reading Buddhist scrip-
tures and very thoughtfully paying her re-
spects to the Buddha and ancestral altars. I 
heard her murmuring words of forgiveness 
towards those who had hurt her. Even wish-
ing that these people should be happy, be-
cause if they are happy, then she will be hap-
py!

Day by day, little by little, it seeped into me.

As if by magic

One afternoon I listened to an online Dharma 
talk with my wife. Listening for over two 
hours deeply moved and transformed me, 
and I discovered many things.

I realised it was me who had caused me 
so much suffering.

The Dharma talk helped me understand how 
important it is to listen with compassion if I 
want to reduce or end suffering. For many 
years I did not understand this and didn’t do 
it.

I began to practise, practise listening well to 
others, to experience their pain and suffer-
ing and to speak to others with gentle and lov-
ing words, starting with my little family. A 
few months have passed, my little family has 
experienced many changes: joy, laughter, 
happiness has returned. Many things are 
now discussed and decided together as a fam-
ily (previously, I made most of the decisions 
alone).

I want and am determined to be an 
example in practising loving speech.

I have found my path 
Experiences from the Vietnamese Sanghas
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I was fortunate to find the right path of the 
Buddha taught by the venerable Thich Nhat 
Hanh, under the guidance of Master Phap 
An, Sister Doan Nghiem, Sister Song Nghiem 
and all the nuns and teachers of the Institute. 
After hearing several Dharma talks, I finally 
dared to speak openly in public about my suf-
ferings and worries in the sharing. This was 
the first time in my life that I found the cour-
age to pour out my heart in front of others 
and speak about my personal sorrow, accu-
mulated over many years.

After receiving guidance on how to reduce 
suffering from the monks and nuns of the In-
stitute, and thanks to the encouragement of 
my Sangha at the sharing, I felt strengthened 
and motivated to continue practising.

The miracle has touched my little family. Day 
by day, month by month I live in happiness, 

love and joy with my beloved family. I would 
like to tell you a little story, maybe my experi-
ence can be useful to you in your practice.

One day my son lent his car to his sister, as 
she had to go to work. But he needed a car to 
pick up his girlfriend and take her to the doc-
tor whose practice was 30 kilometres away. 
Because of his online studies, we communi-
cated with each other mostly by mobile 
phone. I texted him that he could take my car, 
but in the afternoon I needed the car again, as 
I had to travel far away on business. I waited 
for a long time but did not see my son coming 
home. As I urgently needed the car to go to 
work that afternoon, I got angry. At the same 
time I was worried something might have 
happened to my son.

The “familiar“ anger returned and roared in-
side me. I called him and snapped at him be-

cause I needed the car urgently for business. 
He replied that he would be home in 30 min-
utes. I was so angry, that I asked him on the 
phone why he hadn’t told me the exact time. 
Calmly he explained that he had seen that I 
was very busy, and he had intended to say 
“hello“ to dad and mum when he got back to 
thank us. I continued to snap at him on the 
phone and tell him next time he should let us 
know immediately.

After five minutes (unfortunately too late!),  
I realised that I was very angry! Just at that 
moment, I remembered the appropriate exer-
cise. I said to my wife that I was very angry 
and as a result had reacted inappropriately.  
I would apologise to our son when he  
returned. After all, he had been the first to 
apologise!!!
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It is true. There is “more Buddha“ in him than 
in me even though I practise every day!

I hugged my son and apologised to him for my 
hot temper on the phone. Afterwards, my 
heart was so relieved, and we were very hap-
py. We hugged and tears welled up in my 
eyes, happy tears of course. Father and son 
were back on good terms and together we 
practised loving speech and deep listening. 

Thank you Buddha, thank you Su Ong, thank 
you teachers!

My practice of loving speech and deep 
listening in the family and with others

After the incident with my family in Vietnam, 
my siblings no longer treat me the same as be-
fore. I started practising loving speech, deep 
listening and “watering flowers“ as Buddha 
and Su Ong taught. In our family, many of us 
have lost the ability to listen and speak lov-
ingly, so we also feel very lonely in the family. 
We go to psychotherapists and hope they can 
listen to us. Psychotherapists also have great 
pains in their hearts. Sometimes they cannot 
listen to us as deeply as we would like them 
to. So if we really love someone, we need to 
practice becoming a good listener. We also 
need to practise speaking lovingly, because 
we have lost the ability to speak politely and 
peacefully. We are easily irritated and an-
noyed. Every time we open our mouths, the 
words sound sour and bitter. We have lost the 
ability to speak slowly and lovingly. Without 
this ability, we cannot succeed in restoring 
harmony, love and happiness.

We breathe mindfully so that compassion is 
always present within us. We listen without 
giving advice or criticism. We can say to our-
selves, “I am listening to him/her because I 
want to ease his/her pain.“ This is called lis-
tening with compassion. We have to listen in 
such a way that while we are listening, com-
passion is within us. It is an art. If we listen, 
but anger and rage arise, then we cannot go 
on listening. We need to practise like this: ev-
ery time the energy of anger rises, we return 
to mindful breathing so that we can continue 
to maintain our compassion. Through com-
passion we can listen to others. No matter 
what the other person says, thinks is not fair, 
or if they judge or blame us, we continue to sit 
still and observe our breathing.

My practice is to talk lovingly to my parents 
and always listen carefully. I have also asked 
them to practise “flower watering“ with my 
siblings on my behalf.

As an example: In the south of Vietnam, peo-
ple often address their children or siblings 
only as “May“ and “Tao“. (Note: It is translated 
as “You“ and “I“, but it is a clumsy form of ad-
dress). I suggested to my parents that they 
change this. From now on, a child will be ad-
dressed as “my (dear) child“, siblings as 
“brother“ or “sister“. In this way, I think the 
feelings of love, warmth, and belonging can 
be better cultivated and respect for each oth-
er nurtured. This practice has helped my 
family in Vietnam bond, and brought them 
closer together; understanding has been 
gradually restored. I hope that my family in 
Vietnam will experience a joyful miracle in 
the near future.

In my small family,  
we practice the same way.

If you are not able to continue listening in 
this way, let the other person know. We could 
say, “Sister (brother), can we continue this 
conversation another day? I need to clear my 
mind. I need more practice to be able to listen 
to you as best I can. If we are not strong 
enough, we cannot listen to the other person. 
We can also practice walking meditation, 
practice more mindful breathing to restore 
our ability to listen with compassion.

The above is a little experience from my own 
life and my normal daily life. I am happy to 
share this with the Sangha. I am not so good at 
expressing myself, but this is the truth and a 
small miracle has indeed already happened 
for me and my family. I hope I have been able 
to contribute something positive to the Sang-
ha with this.

I bow to Buddha, to Su Ong, to the teachers 
and to the Sangha.

Pham Van Tam 
Heart of Serenity
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I come from a family in which the relation-
ship between my father and mother was out 
of balance. My mother‘s side of the family 
was always afraid of my father‘s side. Al-
though my father was always secretly protec-
tive of my mother, he often belittled her. I 
think deep in his heart, my father must have 
thought that my mother was clumsy, rustic, 
and pitiful.

All her life, my mother carried a lot of guilt, 
hid herself away and only started to feel a lit-
tle less pressure when I, the eldest son - called 
‘brother two’ as is customary in the Mekong 
Delta - grew up a little.

For me as a small child, this was not an ideal 
situation: a family of which I was seldom very 
proud, with whom I was rarely very happy. 
However, I had no idea that almost all the ba-

sic qualities I possess today, and the motherly 
love I experience within me today, developed 
gradually under these circumstances!

For the rest of my life, I will be eternally 
grateful to my mother who so imperceptibly 
equipped and shaped me with the many 
things I needed to grow up. My mother and I 
depended on each other to live better lives, to 
grow and become wiser in this situation!

When I was in Grade 5, my classmates teased 
me because I was short. All my brothers and 
sisters call me “little brother two“. I com-
plained about it to my mother. She said that 
the birth of her first child had been very diffi-
cult, “then when you came out of the womb, it 
looked like you were already dead.“ The doc-
tor advised us to let this sick baby go, but we 
were stubborn and held the “corpse“ in our 

arms for weeks and prayed. Lacking medical 
support, the family could only trust in Bud-
dha. My mother said that because I had been 
saved by Buddha, I should try to live accord-
ing to his example. Buddha was not a particu-
larly tall child either! Physical size was not 
decisive.

Sometimes I secretly wished that my mother 
was wiser, that she could teach me many 
things, that she could be more self-confident, 
and look more chic, like the mothers of some 
other friends, so that I could hold my own 
head high. But no, my mother was so unas-
suming, just like a hen. Mother‘s world 
seemed to be confined to a coop with a bunch 
of little chicks. And she often cried because of 
her inferiority complexes and the sadness 
she could not let go of.

My mother is in me –  
I am the continuation of my mother
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From grade 9 onwards, I consciously started 
to help my mother, with the idea of providing 
her with some relief from her turbulent dai-
ly routine. My father was considered a good 
earner, respected by all, while my mother had 
to do all the other small, even heavy, chores in 
the house.

I began to take over some of my mother‘s du-
ties. This included assigning chores around 
the house to my siblings, managing and 
checking their schoolwork. I tried many dif-
ferent ways to get my siblings to do what I 
asked and do their work voluntarily, in the 
end my mother‘s way proved the best. It was 
about loving, caring for and protecting my 
siblings.

Once my sister found herself being teased by 
a burly boy. Because she was very pretty he 
would stop her every day on the way to 
school. I challenged this macho figure to a 
fight. When the two of us met on the beach, 
for some reason he spent some time just look-
ing at my small body, then he grabbed my 
shoulder and smiled apologetically. This im-
age has remained with me for many years. It 
makes me very happy, and helps me believe 
that there is something good in everyone! You 
just have to be straightforward and honest.

Every morning I would give my mother a dai-
ly menu for the whole family and the four 
goldsmiths in my father‘s workshop. Every 
day, however, my mother worried about what 
to buy at the market and cook for the next day. 
So, I gradually learned to create a weekly 
menu instead of a daily one so my mother 
could shop better. It seems that this very ba-
sic cooperation between mother and child 
generated a lot of happiness and gratitude. 
We supported each other and made life easi-
er for each other. My mother often entrusted 
me with important information: some people 
did not pay their debts, some people com-
plained about this and that, some people 
threatened, others congratulated my father 
on his good work ... etc. However, my mother 
was illiterate and could not write. I had to 
write letters for her and read them to her so 
that she could correct them. Doing this I had 
to try to pretend that I was already fully 
grown up.

My mother listened carefully paragraph by 
paragraph, praised me often; but she also 

taught me: ‘This is confusing, this could make 
people despise us, this is not enough to make 
people happy, this could cause a misunder-
standing’ ... I was very happy and proud to be 
given this important task.

The next year, I told my father he should let 
my mother take over the sale of jewellery for 
him, whilst he just took care of the produc-
tion side. In Rachgia province my father was 
known as a good goldsmith, however, he was 
afraid that my mother would be too clumsy 
and too honest, but finally he relented.

To help prove the success of this idea to my fa-
ther, my brother and I volunteered to help 
our mother. We became logisticians, pio-
neers, cleaners, decorators and drivers for 
our mother. At home, we were housekeepers. 
We took care of the younger siblings so that 
our mother could work without any worries.

And very quickly, and unexpectedly, in less 
than two years my mother had won the hearts 
of the customers in the province. Who were 
her customers? They were the owners of fish-
ing boats with calloused hands from the sea 
water, peasant women with heavily tanned 
faces from hard work in the fields. When they 
had money, they went to the market to buy 
gold, silver, gems and diamonds and kept 
them as savings. They were as simple as my 
mother, so mother soon became their close 
confidant. My mother would sell jewellery a 
lot faster than my father. She sold diamonds 
like hot cakes; however, she didn’t have a sin-
gle precious stone on her fingers.

I asked her why not, and she just said she was 
not used to wearing jewellery. ‘You see most 
of my customers buy it, but have you ever 
seen them wear it?“

Ah, such simple truth! Simplicity in appear-
ance and respect in dealing with people were 
the indirect teachings my mother transmit-
ted to me even in my younger years.

There are many other things I learned from 
my mother in one way or another, all in such 
an unsettled family atmosphere. And my 
mother also gradually found happiness and 
harmony with her children under the roof of 
a typical and normal Vietnamese household.

So I think neither mothers nor children 
should demand that the family be perfect. We 
should not expect anything from our moth-
ers or from our children either.

Instead we should allow our hearts to harmo-
nise with each other, between mother and 
child. Who starts first is not important. Let us 
live together, learn together, and support 
each other. This alone is the path to happi-
ness.

If the love between mother and child is strong 
enough, we will feel a strength, a blessing that 
will help us to live peacefully and freely. This 
love will prevent us from being narrow mind-
ed. Then it is no longer a question of whether 
we are a child or a mother.

Mother-child love needs to be a sacred love 
that embraces everything: justice, tolerance, 
fairness, compassion and mercy.

Phuong Tieu
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The Newly Formed Sangha  
Cam Lo Tinh Thuy

Today is Buddha‘s birthday. We are celebrat-
ing it to save all living beings. The dignified 
and cosy atmosphere of the ceremony 
brought me much joy and happiness. I would 
like to express my sincere gratitude to the 
monks and nuns of the EIAB.

In one month our Sangha will be  
one year old. 

The number 1 is small and modest, but very 
meaningful and important to us. One year 
marks the first steps of our Sangha on the 
path of practice, of following the path of the 
Buddha and Su Ong (Thay). We still remem-
ber in our hearts that sacred day - the day we 
officially established a spiritual family. 

On that day, Thay Phap An, Sister Song 
Nghiem and Sister Chieu Nghiem officially 
gave us a very meaningful name: Cam Lo 

Tinh Thuy. 

We are also very grateful to the Sangha mem-
bers Luong My, Nhien Anh, Nguyen Thoa 
who initiated the Sangha. With great sincer-
ity, Luong My, after returning from her prac-
tice at the EIAB, was passionate about build-
ing a Sangha so that friends would have a 
place to practice. With the support of the 
Buddha, Su Ong, and the monks and the nuns 
of EIAB, on 5 July 2020, eleven members 
(women only) were officially able to practise 
under one roof: Sangha Cam Lo Tinh Thuy.

Joy followed joy. 

After two months of living with the Sangha, 
we experienced a transformation in body 

and mind. And then at the Vietnamese 
retreat in September 2020, we all registered 

to take the Five Mindfulness Trainings, 
determined to follow the path of the 

Buddha, for ourselves, for our family 
members and for those we know. We hold 
regular Sangha meetings once every three 
weeks. Everyone eagerly looks forward to 

the day when the Sangha will meet, just like 
children who have not been home for a long 
time and are looking forward to it – under 

the roof of Cam Lo Tinh Thuy.
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We are a newly founded sangha, so we have 
learned a lot from older sanghas. We learn 
from the friends of the Sangha Red Fire Fur-
nace (Bep Lua Hong), support them, sow the 
seeds for the coming generations, and gain 
experience from our activities. We take the 
time to practise and learn; secondary things 
like eating, drinking, chatting are given less 
time or ignored. Although there were only 11 
women to begin with, we make the principles 
behind the activities clear and assign the 
work clearly too. Everyone is diligent, and 
takes it very seriously.

All the activities have a specific focus: 
meetings, sitting meditation, learning, 
physical training, walking meditation, 

Dharma talks.

 During the Dharma talk we learn to listen 
without judging and practise speaking lov-
ingly. Every day all of us in the Sangha notice 
many changes in ourselves and in our fami-
lies. There are people who were always very 
shy, afraid to communicate so they couldn‘t 
speak fluently or didn‘t know how to share in 
public. Now, through friendship in the Sang-
ha, we have helped and supported each other 
to improve, to become more confident, to 
share more fluently and coherently. We are 
also learning to speak within the time limit, 
both to practice how we arrange our sharing 
and to enable all members of the Sangha to 
share. We share difficulties and problems in 
life with each other, and together find ways 
to solve problems. And we also share with 
each other the joys, happiness and experi-
ences with the practice that have brought us 
blessings.

We practise for and can transform our life 
partners. It is a great joy and also a motiva-
tion for us to believe that one day our loved 
ones will also feel a connection with the 
Sangha. After the September retreat, our 
Sangha grew a little: we now have 15 mem-
bers, including both men and women. This 
meant we had to rent a room for our activi-
ties, as according to the rules we could no 
longer meet in Luong May‘s flat. Once again, 
we would like to thank Luong May for sup-
porting the Sangha by moving everything 
out of her room and cleaning it so the Sangha 
could use it. It is also a practice for us. If 
there is a problem, we work together, every-

thing then becomes easy and we find a solu-
tion.  

But the joy did not last long, the outbreak of 
Covid 19 with its social distancing rules has 
prevented our Sangha from continuing to 
meet. Although there was a bit of sadness in 
our hearts, we overcame it by creating zoom 
spaces and continuing our regular activities. 
Just as the Buddha taught, when we already 
have a strong Sangha, circumstances need 
not be an obstacle. 

We realise more and more clearly that the 
Sangha has brought us much benefit and 

peace in our lives. 

Families are happier, married couples know 
how to compromise, and speak to each other 
more lovingly. Communication between par-
ents and children is also much improved. 
Children have opened their hearts and 
shared with their parents. Parents have 
gained a more impartial and objective view 
of things.

Not only are we content with what we and 
our families have, but everyone in our Sang-
ha is always aware that the Sangha is a close-
knit community. The brothers and sisters in 
the Sangha always know how to take care and 
look after each other, see each other‘s diffi-
culties and problems, to share immediately 
and encourage each other to share too. Be-
sides meditation, we have also practiced Qi-
gong exercises, and simple electrodiagnostic 
exercises to improve our health during the 
pandemic. We can only fully feel the mean-
ing of the word Sangha when we participate 
in Sangha activities.

Our joy has increased as our Sangha contin-
ues to grow and develop despite the Covid 19 
pandemic. We have gained another three 
new members, bringing the total number to 
18. We hope and believe that this will not be 
the final number of members of the Cam Lo 
Thinh Thuy Sangha.

We would like to share a few lines with other 
sanghas, and we wish all other sanghas, as 
well as those who have not yet joined the 
Sangha, that they be a beautiful continuation 
of Thay. Together we are building and devel-

oping the practice of Plum Village to make us 
more beautiful and richer every day.

We wish Thay, the monks and nuns of the 
EIAB and the monks and nuns of Plum Vil-
lage health, happiness and peace.

Sangha Cam Lo Tinh Thuy
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Since the summer of 2020, the Blue Sky Sang-
ha has only been able to hold mindful activi-
ties in good weather outdoors in the Olympic 
Park, as the usual meeting place, the BMW 
Neighbourhood Forum, only permits a maxi-
mum of eight people due to the pandemic.

Since November 2020, the Blue Sky Sangha 
has started to hold monthly online meetings. 
These activities are sometimes attended by 
Sister Song Nghiem who put a lot of effort 
into setting up this Sangha before her ordina-
tion. Sometimes Thay Phap An is also pres-
ent. Sister Song Nghiem gives Dharma talks 
on family life and Thay Phap An gives talks 
on Zen and Buddhist wisdom. On the days 
when we have Dharma talks, we also invite 
participants from the other Vietnamese 
sanghas.

Thanks to the online meeting technology, 
once a month we, together with other sang-
has, have the honour of hosting a Dharma 
talk and sharing with Sister Doan Nghiem. 
This gives us a chance to ask questions and 
listen to answers on various topics, such as 
how to maintain mindfulness in everyday 
life.

In addition, members of the Sangha also have 
the opportunity to attend EIAB online cours-
es in Vietnamese (such as the New Year Re-
treat) or in German (such as the Easter Re-
treat or the Mindfulness Day to celebrate the 
Buddha‘s Birthday).

General experiences:

• Although the Covid 19 pandemic has not 
allowed the Sangha to meet, it has created 
a new habit of online living. This has giv-
en us the opportunity to connect more of-
ten with EIAB sisters, brothers and fellow 
practitioners worldwide (from Germany, 
France, Czech Republic, Holland, Viet-
nam...). We have learned a lot and under-
stand the practice of the Plum Village tra-
dition, built and developed by Thay (Su 
Ong) with great wisdom, about the path of 
healing and transformation, about com-
bining healing and transformation with 
the cultivation of positive energy, and 
about the profound content of meditation, 
more deeply.

• Thanks to the technology of online meet-
ings, we have the opportunity to partici-
pate in some thematic retreats offered by 

Practising in the Pandemic:  
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the EIAB together with fellow German 
practitioners, which are very useful and 
very profound. This was previously not 
possible for us for geographical reasons.

• Participating in online activities is an op-
portunity for us to generate positive ener-
gy, to recognise and improve ourselves, 
and thus to help create inner peace for 
ourselves, for the family and for the Sang-
ha

Personal experiences and  
their effects on me:

• I have become more mindful of my body. I 
have made it a habit to practise the move-
ments of Yi Jin Jing every day.

• When I meditate, I make a point of paying 
attention to my breath and concentrating 
my energy at the Dantian point. However, 
I cannot yet clearly feel the movement of 
energy in my body as I do in Thay Phap 
An‘s guided meditations.

• I am more aware and attentive in the pres-
ent moment, more in contact with the hap-
piness I possess now, and worry less about 
the past and the future.

• I pay more attention to tracking mental 
formations like sadness, anger or worry. I 
try to practise noticing feelings and prob-
lems without making personal judge-
ments.

• Thanks to the guided meditations, I un-
derstand better how to embrace my suf-
fering with compassion.

• I pay more attention to the voice of my 
heart, reducing the role of reason in my 
thinking and behaviour. I pay more atten-
tion to combining understanding and 
love. When facing the problems of every-
day life, I try to find the Buddhist “middle 
way“ and avoid the extremes of only nega-
tive or positive, white or black.

• The Dharma talk on “Buffalo Leadership“ 
by Thay Phap An at the New Year helped 
me to recognise myself and the other per-
son as black buffalos, and motivated me to 
transform my anger and subjective per-
ceptions, to stop waiting for the other per-
son to change, and to practise forgiveness 
and tolerance better.

• I  am more aware of the brevity of the rest 
of my life, and gradually letting go of the 
five desires: Wealth, Body, Fame, Food, 
Sleep.

• I create positive beliefs (I can do it, I al-
ready have enough, my current life is very 
beautiful, I live healthily and mindfully, I 
am kind-hearted to all, I want to contrib-
ute to sangha building). These beliefs help 
me with my motivation and diligence in 
practising. I am aware that learning with-
out practice does not bring results.

My thanks to all the sisters and brothers of 
the EIAB for all your great efforts to continu-
ously organise retreats, even though the 
EIAB still suffers from lack of staff, equip-
ment, budget, etc. The Dharma lectures and 
retreat courses are a source of strength and 
spiritual nourishment for each member of 
our Sangha. I greatly admire the precious, 
deeply spiritual lectures of Thay Phap An, 
which enlighten us and help our transforma-
tion, as well as the easy-to-understand, prac-
tical lectures of Sister Doan Nghiem, or the 
lectures on improving family life by Sister 
Song Nghiem. I have great respect for the tal-
ent of the young sisters and brothers who led 
programmes during the retreats so confi-
dently. Their contributions are the actions of 
bodhisattvas and they are role models for us 
to follow.

Vu The Cuong  
 

Many colleagues and neighbours seemed 
very frustrated by the appearance and con-
tinuation of Covid-19. They complained and 
grumbled, but all I could really do was keep 
listening. I cannot agree nor support them 
because I don‘t feel in the least uncomfort-
able with the virus. It doesn‘t bother me, 
probably because I understand the Buddha‘s 
principle of causality. What comes, will 
come, whether we want it to or not. When 
something comes and whether it makes our 
life happy or sad is totally dependent on our 
perspective. The appearance of Covid is just 
a condition like many other conditions, it ei-
ther makes us pessimistic or gives us an op-
portunity to see the lotus blossom in the mud. 

I have learnt to focus on the good things in 
this time of social distancing. From my home, 

I usually have a one-hour train ride to my 
company. Now I work in home office, so I have 
two more hours every day to practice Qigong 
and meditate, read books by Thay, tend to my 
small garden, and to cook for my husband 
and child ...

But what really makes me happy is the time 
for meditation, in parallel with reading and 
listening to Dharma lectures. During these 
meditations I have been able to look deeply 
and discover many wonderful things. I saw 
how fragile I am, like a leaf in the wind, very 
much controlled by the six sense organs. I 
saw how my mental state was controlled by 
every word, every action of others, and how 
my feelings carried me away and made me re-
act like a puppet. I also saw how superficial 
my thoughts and actions had been in the past. 
I experienced a depth of soul that surprised 
and delighted me greatly. The knots in the re-
lationships with my husband, child, parents 
and colleagues that developed over the past 
years are slowly being untied.

In this time of isolation, I came closer to my 
husband and child, and have more arguments 
and disagreements too. But this gives me the 
opportunity to look deeper, to understand 
them more, to understand myself and my in-
stinctive and habitual reactions. Only with 
understanding can one love; that is the lesson 
of the book Old Path – White Clouds, which 
has become like a bible for me. I have read 
this book so many times and each time I dis-
cover something new; it is strange and won-
derful. I react less strongly when my husband 
or child is disappointed or frustrated. I have 
more balance, and can even support them in 
riding the waves of emotion and dissatisfac-
tion. I see myself more clearly, and am very 
grateful for the clear path of the Buddha, the 
tireless, intelligent teachings of Thay, and the 
guidance and direction of the monks and 
nuns from Plum Village.

I have never had so much contact with the 
nuns and monks of the EIAB, as well as the 
different sanghas, as I have during this time 
of separation. Perhaps I should thank Corona 
for that. I am impressed by and deeply grate-
ful for the tireless efforts of the nuns and 
monks of the EIAB. Thay Phap An‘s online 
Dharma talk in February during the Water 
Buffalo New Year retreat is forever etched in 
my memory. The talk is like a torch in the 
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dark of night. I memorised the poem by Zen 
master Man Giac and murmured it every 
time I did walking meditation:

“Xuân quá bách hoa lạc 
Xuân đáo bách hoa khai 
Sự trục nhãn tiền quá 
Lão Tùng đầu thượng lai 
Mạc vị xuân tàn hoa lạc tận 
Đình tiền tạc dạ nhất chi mai“

Spring goes, a hundred flowers fall 
Spring comes, a hundred flowers bloom 
Life passes quickly before our eyes 
On my head, age has settled in 
Do not say that when spring is gone,  
that there are no flowers left 
Just last night, in the front yard, 
a plum branch bloomed in the middle of 
winter.

I understand and learn about the immovable 
mind before the rise and fall of things. I no 
longer react so harshly to every unpleasant-
ness in my life. It seems as if an invisible 
brake is working within me. This brake is 
sometimes called “understanding“, some-
times “mindfulness“. Understanding how to 
maintain a peaceful mind, but without be-
coming disinterested and indifferent to ev-
erything and everyone around.

Now I rejoice in the wind, every ray of sun-
shine and even a petal brings great happi-
ness. And when it rains and storms come, 
when the weather is grey, all I ever feel is 
peace and calm. Covid has many consequenc-
es, but it comes like a storm and will just as 
surely go away, thanks to impermanence. As 
long as I still have breath to control the mind, 
to practise the way of Buddha and Thay, I will 
be happy and peaceful.

Han Kim Dung 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The online course to mark the Lunar New 
Year 2021 is over, but left me with many beau-
tiful memories. The sound of the bells, the 

wooden fish and the sutras as well as the 
Dharma talks still resonate with me. The 
memory of the physical exercises in the 
morning is so precious that I cannot forget it.

I was very impressed that the EIAB organised 
the Tet Festival via the internet in such detail: 
The picture with the water buffalo and green 
tree was beautifully painted on the wall. And 
we also had a joyful and vibrant lion dance at 
the opening of the New Year retreat.

I have been living in Germany for 30 years, 
and since then I have not had an opportunity 
to be in my home country of Vietnam for the 
Tet Festival. I long for real peach and apricot 
blossoms, as well as sticky rice cakes wrapped 
in many layers of banana leaves. The smell of 
banana leaves, the warmth of the red flame 
and the crackling of wood still echo here and 
there!

I would like to thank the EIAB very much for 
this New Year course, which made me so hap-
py. I enjoyed the New Year greetings and 
thanks to the live video images on the com-
puter, I was able to again see the dear faces 
that I have not seen for months because of the 
Covid epidemic. I was very touched when the 
two “lions“ danced and went to each sister 
and brother to receive “happiness“ for the 
New Year... It was so much fun!

The video of Thay in Hue was also so touch-
ing! Tears streamed down my face and my 
whole heart was with Thay. I long for Thay‘s 
voice and Dharma talks. I remember the first 
time I attended the retreat at Plum Village in 
France in 2003 as well as other retreats.

The Kieu oracle session by Sister Doan 
Nghiem was very interesting and helped me 
better understand Vietnamese customs as 
well as the poems of Nguyen Du, which were 
analysed in detail, deeply reflected on and 
shared with all.

On top of this, the touching the earth medita-
tion was carefully and gently taught by Sis-
ters Chieu Nghiem, Trang Thanh Tuu, Trang 
Chieu Dieu and Song Nghiem, and has given 
me a new light and a new way into everyday 
life.

Thanks to these online retreats, we have 
more motivation to practise at home. Every 

day we sit together at the Buddha altar, light 
an incense stick, then chant and meditate. I 
feel that my mind can be at peace and my fam-
ily happier.

I would like to say a big thank you to all the 
sisters and brothers who spent a lot of time 
organising everything for us and taking care 
of everything. Especially thank you to all 
those who took videos and photos, took care 
of the technology, computers and sound so 
that the online retreat was a complete suc-
cess.

Le Duy Thuy  
 
 

 

First of all, I would like to thank the sisters 
and brothers of the EIAB for the great service 
they have offered. Despite the long-term 
Covid pandemic and many difficulties, the 
sisters and brothers have managed to organ-
ise online retreats for us. Thanks to this, I 
was able to participate in many retreats and I 
am very happy to receive mental support and 
positive energy from the EIAB sisters and 
brothers during this difficult time.

Regardless of the number of retreatants, the 
retreats were always organised in great de-
tail and with much love. From the morning 
gymnastics and Qigong exercises, to various 
Dharma talks, beginning anew and touching 
the earth, or deep relaxation, all the way to 
the decorations for the retreats, everything 
was interesting and beautiful. I learned a lot 
from it and felt great love for the sisters and 
brothers, especially when I learned that some 
of them were ill because the room was not 
warm enough in winter.

One impressive highlight of the last few 
weeks was the ceremony and celebration for 
the Buddha‘s birthday. This occasion was or-
ganised in a solemn and dignified way: from 
the decoration of the Buddha bath, to the 
beautiful flowers and birthday cakes, to cre-
ative and professional videos as well as the 
wonderful dances of the sisters and brothers. 
This once again helped me experience the 
peaceful ambience of the EIAB, which made 
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me very happy as I have not been to EIAB for 
a decade. I especially enjoyed the Tai Chi per-
formance by Thay Phap An and Sister Song 
Nghiem. It was a happy and touching day for 
me. I hope and wish the EIAB can continue to 
organise the online retreats so that we can ex-
perience and learn from many more of them.

I wish all brothers and sisters good health 
and peace.

A lotus with all my heart and respect.

Hoa
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I was born on a cold winter day in early 1988 
in the mountainous region of Tuyen Quang, 
where my parents met and then lived as a 
family in the assembly area of the Ministry 
of Defence‘s Z129 factory. A family with two 
small children!  The two sets of grandparents 
were in Thai Binh and Phu Tho. The mater-
nal grandparents were poor and did not have 
enough to eat themselves, so they had no 
chance to help the young couple. During this 
difficult time, my parents had to save every 
penny to provide us children with warm 
clothes and hot food. They themselves usual-
ly only ate “bo bo“, a kind of millet, instead of 
rice, to save money so they could buy some 
meat for us. My mother told me that she 
would have loved to eat sweet potatoes 
during her pregnancy, but unfortunately did 
not get them. Maybe this “ravenous appetite“ 
was passed on to me when I was still in the 
womb, so that today I too particularly enjoy 
eating sweet potatoes!   

Family life on the factory floor with three 
hungry mouths to feed was made even more 
difficult by my birth. Hoping for a better fu-
ture for their children, my parents decided 
to move south. There they wanted to be able 
to give us a better education. My parents‘ 
“luggage“ consisted of two empty hands 
each, two small children and an iron faith in 
a better future. Everything for the children, 
so that we could have a better life, a better ed-
ucation. Thus began the first journey of Hai 
Yen - the swallow - as a “displaced person“ at 
the age of one. The small family of four 
boarded the North-South train, took the ar-
duous journey of more than 50 hours, leav-
ing the capital Ha Noi for Saigon, the glitter-
ing metropolis of the South.

Once there, my parents initially hoped for 
some support from my father’s relatives, 
who had previously moved to Saigon and set-
tled there. Unfortunately, my father‘s family 
members, from grandma to aunts to uncles - 
all of them, despised my mother. They treat-
ed us extremely cold-heartedly, gave us an 

old pigsty in the backyard to spend the night, 
and wouldn‘t let us dine with them; we had to 
wait until everyone had finished eating, and 
even then we were only allowed to take what 
was left over. Once, my mother took me on a 
bicycle from Go Vap to Tan Binh to visit 
grandma from Thai Binh. When we arrived, 
it was pouring with rain, but grandma just 
looked indifferently at my mother and me, 
and left us standing outside the door, soaking 
wet from the rain. On the way back, my moth-
er was so overwhelmed by humiliation, so 
unhappy, saddened by her own miserable 
fate that she was close to jumping off the 
bridge to commit suicide. Then she looked at 
her little daughter, dripping and freezing be-
side her, and she thought of how the two chil-
dren would be orphaned at the start of their 
lives. Then she thought of my father, who 
would have had to raise the orphaned chil-
dren alone. And so my mother let go of this 
silly idea! Thank you, Mother! Thank you for 
giving me the chance to be your daughter in 
this life!

I love you so much, mother, because I un-
derstand that you grew up in a time of priva-
tion, in a country plunged into chaos by war. 
Your family was far too poor, your grandpar-
ents overburdened with so many children to 
feed every day. Then, because of these cir-
cumstances, you had to leave your family, 
friends and relatives in Phu Tho to go to the 
south to find new happiness - without a single 
relative or acquaintance, ridiculed by your 
husband’s family, even treated with con-
tempt. I understand that you shed a lot of 
sweat and tears for your small family. You 
didn’t hesitate for a second to take any job to 
earn money to provide for us, from early in 
the morning until late at night, just a short 
nap on the torn mat at noon, collecting every 
penny to pay for our school fees and food - ev-
ery time I remember this, I choke back my 
tears. Mum, I never dared to ask: What is 
your dream?

No one ever asked you because you had so 
many worries. There is a big world out there, 
but your world is your children, your chil-
dren’s joy, your grandchildren, your home, 
your family! I understand that you were lone-
ly when you had to shoulder the financial 
burden of feeding the children in the “for-
eign” country. I understand why so much suf-
fering, pain, loneliness, and deep resentment 
brewed inside you like a volcano because of 
the countless humiliations you had to endure 
over the years. That is why it often “spat” and 
“spewed” out of you like fiery lava onto the 
family members as soon as an occasion of-
fered itself, because “the inner child” in you 
lacked so much love. You did not know how to 
practice compassion, loving and right speech. 
Every time anger erupted in you, you said 
words that hurt the whole family!

Yet I am eternally grateful for your great love 
for us; I know that no one in the whole world 
is better for me than you, but you are caught 
up in too many worries about your family, in 
a compulsive need to control every word, ev-
ery action, every sleep, every meal.Every-
thing must conform to your will! You worry 
too much about the daughter who lives alone 
abroad, about your son’s marriage, and now 
about the grandchildren. The day my brother 
got married, you were deeply touched and ex-
cited, at the same time hugely proud to show 
your daughter-in-law’s family your greatest 
legacy: your two successful children with 
Master’s degrees. Perhaps it was because of 
too much love and sacrifice that you became 
sleepless, worn out, exhausted, and burnt 
out. I once heard Sister Doan Nghiem say: 
“The mother who watches her child all the 
time is the mother with the most worry and 
fear. The love of these mothers imprisons 
them. They live in worry, fear and a fog of 
thoughts. They suffer a lot. They are piti-
able!” Therefore, the more I understand, the 
more I love you, dear mama!

The Search for Me
The Swallow’s Nest
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I love you so much, father - for I under-
stand your silent sacrifice for the family; 
no one suffers from the burden of life 
more than a father! Thank you for bravely 
choosing Mother and protecting her when 
she was ridiculed by your large family. 
Thank you for taking good care of us, for 
sticking with us through thick and thin in 
the „foreign land“ so that we could continue 
to live in the city and have a better life. 
Thank you for tirelessly moving production 
material for the company from one province 
to another, defying all difficulties. You were 
bullied by people, but never complained, 
always ready to „grit your teeth“, to bear 
all the disadvantages. You did not shy away 
from tedious, but honest, work, as long as 
you could earn money to feed the children. 
Thank you Dad for swallowing Mum‘s 
unkind words, patiently and understan-
dingly enduring her every tantrum to keep 
the house in order, even though the wounds 
in you deepened over the years. You drove 
me to school every day on your old dream 
moped; you brought us up, and led us into 
„life“. Your joy of life and a father‘s pride 
was to see me marching out of the gates of 
Nguyen Du Elite School and Le Hong Phong 
Elite High School every day, to find that I was 
in the top places for good students. When I 
passed the entrance examinations for both 
the medical and foreign studies faculties, 
and later achieved very good grades in my 
Master‘s degree, you were overjoyed. You 
were always determined to raise us to be 
successful children, even though you your-
self did not have a good education, did not 
have much money, were without high status 
in society. „Children, realise my dreams for 
me!“ was your only wish. I love you so much 
because I understand that the inner child 
in you also suffers a lot from loneliness, 
deprivation, disadvantage and lack of love. 
The „deeper“ I see, the more I understand 

you, the more I love you, Papa.

I love you so much, my big brother - because 
I understand that you too experienced much 
deep inner pain when you had to grow up in 
mother‘s harsh grip, so often enduring her 
nasty words. We had to listen to daily quar-
rels between our parents. They took good 
care of us, at least materially, but in the men-
tal, emotional realm they failed, so you ended 

up hiding like a rat in a deep cave, full of inse-
curity and anxiety, resignation and dissatis-
faction, lacking self-confidence. I understand 
that because of their patterns of behaviour, 
you too became increasingly rough, dissatis-
fied, controlling and uncomfortable, unable 
to communicate well with family members 
because no one had any experience of prac-
tising and teaching us how to transform our 
negative feelings. This later affected your 
own family life, led to the break-up of your 
marriage, and now makes you stricter to-
wards your own children. And so you repeat 
exactly what mother did! I love you so much 
because I understand that the inner child in 
you also suffers a lot from loneliness and lack 
of love. The deeper I see, the more I under-
stand, the more I love you, my big brother!

I love myself so much too.  Because I under-
stand that I am also a lone wolf! From a young 
age, I lived extremely independently. When 
my friends went to school to have fun, I had 
to stay at home alone because my family 
could not afford it. My parents had to slave 
day and night to feed two children, so I 
learned to live alone. I trained myself to be 
strong, determined, iron-willed. I forced my-
self to grit my teeth to overcome all the diffi-
culties, pains and challenges of life. Never 
fail, always putting out the spines of the 
hedgehog to protect myself from every blow 
fate dealt. Always believing that I am right, 
and above all not allowing anyone to hurt me. 
But at the same time, since I knew very well 
the feeling of loneliness, of lovelessness, even 
as a child, I always wanted to give love to peo-
ple so that they would not have to experience 
the same loneliness and suffering that I did. 
So, I always tried to please everyone, always 
tried to fulfil perfectly the role expected of 
me: well-behaved, sweet, cheerful and happy, 
a good child, exemplary pupil, the pride of 
her parents, the grandparents, the family 
clan, and the teachers. They should all be 
bursting with pride, after all, my parents 
have sweated and shed tears to bring me up 
successfully. I was supposed to be the ideal 
role model for colleagues, the perfect part-
ner, and the epitome of a career woman with 
a fulfilled life. In short: the dream of so many 
p e o p l e !  
But alone in the dark night, I felt infinitely 
lonely. I was not happy with my life. I asked 

myself what I was living for. I saw myself pre-
paring for the day, putting on the lifeless 
masks in the morning to play the roles of life 
with the invisible demands I had created for 
myself. Only the night saw my true heart, full 
of the fear of being abandoned, of being hurt. 
I was afraid of people not accepting my quirks 
and imperfections. I feared they would no 
longer be proud of me if I did not study well. 
I feared my aunts, my uncles and my grand-
parents would no longer love me if I no lon-
ger lived up to the image they had created for 
me. I feared my friends would no longer play 
with me. I feared my colleagues would no lon-
ger admire me if I failed.... I was actually 
afraid of myself. Every night my fears and 
loneliness gnawed at me, but I didn‘t allow 
myself to be weak. I told myself to trample 
this fear underfoot and go on living. Don’t be 
weak! So I threw myself into thrilling sports:  
Climbing waterfalls, hanging from cliffs, car 
races, road trips in all the “wild“ countries, 
bungee jumping.  All with an adrenaline rush 
as though I was in free fall, I got bruises all 
over my body, pushed myself physically to the 
limit, to the point of exhaustion, so the mind 
didn‘t have to think about that pressure any-
more. I loved to challenge myself, to go to the 
border of life and death, because I thought it 
was a way to train the mind, to stop being 
weak, to strengthen the mind, to force myself 
to overcome fear, to forget fear, to have the 
satisfying feeling of being able to conquer all 
fears. I was no longer even afraid of death.

But the harder you try to suppress loneliness, 
the more you hide from reality. The more of-
ten I went on trips somewhere outside, the 
faster I got bored inside. I saw myself as a 
swallow trapped in a golden cage - in the com-
fort zone – that wasn’t happy. The swallow 
only wanted to escape the cage, just to be free, 
to cross the ocean alone, to fly to new lands, to 
explore the big world, to go far away to find 
happiness and discover the meaning of life. I 
needed a new medicine to soothe my soul. So 
I decided to leave Vietnam. Basically, I want-
ed to escape reality, leave everything behind, 
leave home. I wanted to go to a place where no 
one knew me, didn‘t know who I was or where 
I came from. I wanted to rebuild everything 
from scratch, thinking that if I changed my 
surroundings I could forget the fears. Suffer-
ing would no longer haunt me. That was what 
I hoped.
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The wide world out there

On the journey to find myself, I was fortunate 
to visit many new countries and broaden my 
horizons. The most impressive for me were 
the peaceful countries with Buddhist tradi-
tions such as Laos, Thailand, Myanmar, Ne-
pal and Tibet. Although I had felt resentment 
towards Buddhism in the past because of the 
way spirituality was traded in some temples 
in Vietnam, I told myself that Buddhism was 
just a way of life like any other religion that 
taught people good behaviour (without learn-
ing anything about Buddhism or the Dhar-
ma). However, travelling to countries with 
Buddhist traditions always gave me a feeling 
of great peace, familiarity and deep connec-
tion.

Especially Tibet, at an average altitude of 
4200 metres above sea level, with weak infra-
structure, dangerous terrain, very thin air 
because there is not enough oxygen, and an 
unstable security situation. The mysterious 
Tibet with snow-covered mountain ranges 
has exerted an uncanny fascination on me. I 
deeply love and admire the Tibetan people’s 
will to live. Despite the lack of many material 
conditions and the unfair oppression they ex-
perience in their homeland at the hands of 
the Chinese government, they maintain their 
moral and spiritual life very calmly and 
peacefully, thanks to their very “simple“ phi-
losophy accompanied by a deep spiritual 
practice in life.

I still remember the trip to the Mount Everest 
base camp, where I had the opportunity to 
camp in the mountains and sleep in a tent just 
below the Himalayas. That night I couldn‘t 
sleep a wink because of the freezing cold and 
the howling wind at 5200 metres above sea 
level. Something drove me out of the tent and 
right before my eyes I saw the mighty peak of 
Mount Everest surrounded by the majestic 
Himalayan Mountains. I felt so small in the 
endless space of the universe. The night sky 
lit up with glittering stars, feelings of happi-
ness and peace flooded my body and mind, 
and I fully surrendered to the flow of tears!

From Tibet, I continued my journey across 
the border into Nepal, and it was something 

of a magical coincidence that led me to Thay 
there. In an old bookshop in the middle of the 
noisy, lively and busy streets of Kathmandu, 
I saw a book with the author‘s name Thich 
Nhat Hanh - at first sight I was curious and ex-
cited, at the same time proud that the name of 
a Vietnamese was being honoured right next 
to a book of the Dalai Lama. This had to be a 
very special, venerable person. I told myself 
that when I got home I would find out who he 
was and why he was so famous. But perhaps 
because the ‚causes and conditions‘ were not 
sufficient, I didn‘t buy a single book and only 
briefly kept in mind that he was a very influ-
ential spiritual leader in the West. He had 
been nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize by 
Martin Luther King and had founded the 
Plum Village retreat centre near Bordeaux in 
France. I kept telling myself that if I got the 
chance, I would travel to France and visit to 
see how Plum Village was, then I would find 
out more. Back in everyday life, I kept the im-
pressions of my trip as if tied up in a package 
of beautiful memories.

At just 27 years old, I came to Germany and 
was welcomed by my first Tet festival in the 
new country. Although it was freezing cold, I 
felt inspired because “the swallow“ had final-
ly fulfilled its wish to escape from the cage. I 
had not originally wanted to choose Germa-
ny, but perhaps it was Germany that chose me 
and gave me the opportunity to start the next 
chapter of my life. I had decided to attend a 
Master‘s programme to appease my parents 
and relatives - that was the only “good reason“ 
that could save me from being forced to mar-
ry and be content with family life like other 
women in society. But actually I didn‘t want to 
learn anything else. I just wanted to change 
my environment completely, just wanted to 
go far away.

The new environment with all the new, differ-
ent things completely absorbed me. I threw 
myself into new experiences, immersed my-
self in new relationships, searched tirelessly 
“outside“ myself and re-entered Samsara 
again, striving for social status. That autumn, 
at the height of the refugee crisis, I decided to 
pack my backpack and go on a tour of Europe. 
It turned out to be one of the most exciting 
journeys of my life. I slept on the dusty floors 
of airports, train stations, bus stops and even 
on the curb in the middle of the night. I was 
blessed to meet so many bodhisattvas who al-

ways turned up in time to care for and pro-
tect me during the journey. I realised that 
true kindness cannot be described by any 
language. All differences in language, skin 
colour, shape, gender, age mean nothing. By 
nature, human beings are kind, and this can 
only be understood and felt with our own 
hearts. What comes from the heart will reach 
a heart.

In the middle of the magnificent capital of 
Paris, next to the magnificent palaces and 
luxury shops on the Champs-Elysées, I saw 
the growing influx of African refugees, wom-
en and children, driven from their homeland 
because of the constant civil wars and pover-
ty. I also saw homeless people sleeping in the 
cold wind, on bare ground at the foot of the 
shining Eiffel Tower. In the middle of Rome - 
the “eternal city“ of the great Roman Empire 
- I saw LGBT communities cowering, facing 
the grim stigma of the opposite sex. In Am-
sterdam‘s red light district, I felt sorry for the 
women in the shop windows, as they were of-
fered up like objects to attract patrons on the 
street. I also felt sorry for their customers; 
they were like wild animals, greedy and hun-
gry to satisfy their sexual urges. I saw that 
there were also wealthy people of high social 
status, Europeans who were born into rich 
living conditions, who enjoyed social securi-
ty, and lacked nothing in life, but who did not 
seem happy. In Berlin, I was allowed to see 
with my own eyes at close quarters the re-
mains of the Berlin Wall that had separated 
East and West Germany, as an eloquent and 
living testimony to the two-faced nature of 
the real world. Only a wall of a few centime-
tres had divided people for such a long time. 
Or is it not we who build walls ourselves, we 
who then trap ourselves in false views like: 
right - wrong, win - lose, more - less, rich - 
poor, live - die? I saw reality slowly taking 
shape right before my eyes. 

The reality was that I was not happy with my 
job. The sales and marketing industry focus-
es on profits to make the rich richer, and the 
poor poorer. It is focused on finding the most 
ingenious ways to stimulate consumer be-
haviour, to get us to consume more, to spend 
more, in the hope of alleviating our fears and 
suffering. Although my income was very 
high, the working conditions were extremely 
stressful due to the fierce global competition: 
I was reachable by email 24 hours around the 
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clock, one project followed the next, my head 
was constantly buzzing with ideas for some 
job that had to be completed soon, constant 
meetings that left no room for eating, let 
alone taking care of my own health. I could no 
longer find any meaning in my work and I 
was confused about what I was doing in this 
job in the first place, why was I wasting my in-
tellect and skills doing this. 

Every month I got the bonuses that everyone 
wanted, but I was just bored and not happy. 
When I went home from work after a long 
day, it was already dark. I ate something 
quickly, like a lifeless person, and fell into 
bed like a corpse. I also neglected the loved 
one next to me. I wallowed in my suffering, al-
ways seeing myself as a poor victim, so I de-
manded loving attention from my loved one 
at home. After work, I did nothing but “waste 
away“ - pouring discontent and disappoint-
ment onto my loved one. In the process, heart-
less as I was, I forgot that my beloved one also 
had suffering of his own, also wished to be lis-
tened to deeply and to share his heart with 
me. Over time, we stopped communicating 
and could no longer understand each other. 
Our love was no longer strong enough to en-
able us to open our hearts and continue liv-
ing together, so we decided to separate after 
almost four years together.

My boyfriend had once said that he had the 
feeling Germany didn‘t make me happy, or 
that I didn‘t like life in Germany. I also asked 
myself where I could be happy. After a five-
year career in Vietnam, I had decided to drop 
everything there to spend five years in Ger-
many, in a completely different environment. 
But then why hadn‘t I found happiness yet? 
Where did I still have to go and what did I 
have to do? What is the meaning of this life? 
Why do we have to live? At this time, I felt 
only sorrow and spent a lot of time brooding.

In the meantime, I found answers to my own 
questions in the book “Anger“ by Thay: 
“Many people seek happiness outside them-
selves, but true happiness can only be found 
from within.“

Go back, go home, your heart is waiting

On 27 December 2019, a cold winter day, I vis-
ited the EIAB for the first time.

Three years earlier I had already had the op-
portunity to visit New Hamlet in Plum Vil-
lage in France. The long journey from Ger-
many by train, plane, and bus to Plum Village 
had tired me out, but as soon as I entered the 
gate I clearly felt the warmth and peace.

I entered the registration room and was wait-
ing on the bench when I happened to read 
Thay‘s calligraphy: “I have arrived, I am 
home“. Suddenly two tears rolled out of the 
corner of my eyes. “Home! How long have I 
wandered out there looking for it, how long 
have I forgotten the truly peaceful home in 
my own heart!

But at that time, unfortunately, I did not have 
sufficiently good conditions to learn the tools 
of transformation and practise them. The 
short trip to Plum Village was something of a 
light breeze that gave me some material for 
the Personal Renewal course in my Master‘s 
programme.

It wasn‘t until three years later, at the New 
Year‘s Eve retreat at the EIAB, that I had the 
opportunity to really “renew“ myself. In re-
cent winters, I had been busy celebrating 
Christmas and New Year‘s Eve with my boy-
friend‘s family or going skiing with friends. 
Being alone this winter, I wanted to spend the 
time with myself, resting and recovering 
from failure and from hurt. So I decided to 
follow my heart‘s call, and my heart told me to 
go back to where it had felt the warm feeling 
of “I have arrived, I am home“.

I was very happy that I had found the Insti-
tute in Germany without the need to travel 
far. This New Year‘s Eve retreat had more 
than 300 retreatants, a third of them children 
and young people. People from all over Eu-
rope were there, and there were many fami-
lies with parents, grandparents and children. 
There were only four Vietnamese. To begin 
with the atmosphere was loud and busy, not 
quiet like in France. As soon as I entered the 
gate, I was overwhelmed by the size of the In-
stitute building, the huge stone blocks, the 
shiny marble floor, the spacious rooms like in 
a hotel - a far cry from the memories of the 
simple village of “Xom Moi“. I was a little dis-
appointed and wondered if I had ended up in 
a “fake“ Plum Village! I had escaped to here to 
be alone, sit quietly, calm my mind, rest and 
relax. Surprisingly, the Institute resembled 

an ant colony, young and old, boys and girls, 
big and small, more crowded than a Christ-
mas market! But that feeling soon passed as I 
calmed down and walked through the Bud-
dha Garden, my heart softened and I realised 
that the quiet and peaceful atmosphere in 
Plum Village was the same as at the EIAB and 
would be a great blessing to all. If you can 
come here, you will feel and enjoy this posi-
tive energy.

The most emotional thing for me was the 
Avalokiteshvara chanting by the monks and 
nuns to open the retreat. The recitations 
echoed through the meditation hall and, ac-
companied by the sound of the mindfulness 
bell and guitars, bathed the whole room in 
peace. Happiness and peace filled the room. 
Finally, I could no longer hold back my tears: 
“Hai Yen has arrived, Hai Yen is home!“

I was very grateful to be able to hear the 
Dharma talk “New Year, New Me“ by Thay 
Phap An during the retreat on 29 December 
2019. For the first time in my life I heard the 
very moving story of Buddha Shakyamuni‘s 
life and path to enlightenment. I myself awak-
ened to “enlightenment“ when I heard the 
Buddha‘s precious lesson: “Our own suffer-
ing is our true teacher.“ The year 2019 had 
passed, and looking back I saw that I had so 
much suffering in me - every day I worked 
hard to find a way to earn a living, to gradu-
ate, to make money, to get a car, to buy a 
house, to achieve social status. This endless 
search over the past five years in Germany 
was like an endless “hun-
ger-and-thirst-for-satisfaction“, but in the 
process I had forgotten that the priority in 
my life actually had to be: “A happy life + a life 
of mindfulness every minute + deep peace!“ 
The things I had been so eagerly searching 
for all these years had really always been 
right in front of my eyes: here and now.

I discovered that my inner self had never 
been happy. So whether I was in Vietnam or 
in Germany, or fleeing somewhere else, I 
would continue to repeat the same pattern of 
suffering. Earlier I had run away from Viet-
nam because I didn‘t feel happy, because I 
didn‘t feel fulfilled in life, but now I was re-
peating the same cycle of incessant suffering, 
because I didn‘t dare face the root of my suf-
fering. When I came to Europe, I thought that 
a new life, a new environment, new friends, a 
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new lover, a new job, new experiences, would 
change all the suffering. But everything was 
only temporary; everything gradually drift-
ed back into nothingness. After five years of 
“back and forth“ I still felt empty, undefined, 
repeating exactly the role I had five years ago.

Only now can I clearly understand where the 
suffering came from: It was all my fault! I said 
to myself, “Yen, be strong face the truth! Face 
yourself! Face your suffering! End the sense-
less suffering day in and day out, month after 
month, year after year, one life at a time.“ 
Wake up and take action, change and pursue 
the right goal of living a full life in every mo-
ment and stop wasting your life because of 
these meaningless sufferings. These suffer-
ings are invaluable lessons that enable me to 
gain deep insights and understanding, to un-
derstand the perception of right and wrong, 
to change myself, to find a noble direction in 
life, to live a more useful life!

On the morning of 31 December 2019, eve of 
the New Year, Sister Song Nghiem gave a 
teaching. During it, she explained how we 
should sit down and write down all the posi-
tive things we have done in the past year, and 
also the mistakes we have made. Then there 
are things we want to let go of and plans for 
development in the new year. The atmo-
sphere of the Dharma talk was very peaceful, 
the nun‘s voice was very gentle, embracing 
and soothing like a cool stream that crept into 
the hidden corners of the hearts of all pres-
ent. Everyone was deep in thought, tears fol-
lowed the words written down on paper. At 
first I was very hesitant and thought that I 
had not experienced anything positive in the 
last year; I had only guilt, sorrow, pain, re-
morse, regret about the failure of love in the 
last year and disappointment surrounding 
my work. In front of my eyes were grey pages 
full of the mistakes I had made. But after med-
itating very calmly, and thanks to the good 
energy of the nuns and monks, my heart be-
came calmer, softer and more open. So I could 
also remember the positive points of the last 
year. It became clearer to me that I still had 
many possibilities for happiness within me. I 
am not alone, I still have my family, friends 
and loving people who are always ready to 
support me on my life‘s journey, no matter 
where I am or what job I have at that particu-
lar time. And I still have me, loving people 
around me, have the determination to come 

back to myself. I believe I have found the right 
way to practice transformation. I have under-
stood: “Suffering is not the true nature of the 
universe. Suffering is the result of the way we 
live and of our erroneous understanding of 
life...“ (Old Path, White Clouds - Chapter 23). 
As I had not been able to “touch“ the many 
wonders until now, sometimes even my body 
and soul had bored me. “Thanks“ to what had 
happened, chance had led me to the EIAB to 
learn and practice transformation, and wake 
up from my suffering!

After the solemn New Year‘s Eve ceremony 
with the monks, nuns and retreatants, we cel-
ebrated the transition to the New Year of 
2020. The chants and temple bells rang out 
into the night, sending the many hopes, inten-
tions and wishes of all present into the New 
Year. It is a new year, it is a new me! When it 
was almost midnight, I gently put on a warm 
coat and quietly walked up the hill to look at 
Waldbröl and the colourful fireworks. Fami-
lies all over the city were joyfully welcoming 
in the New Year. Amidst the sound of explod-
ing firecrackers as we transitioned from the 
Old to the New Year, I turned my eyes to the si-
lent sky and contemplated the infinite uni-
verse, the twinkling stars, the vastness of na-
ture, feeling the light breeze. I felt like I was 
being “cuddled“ again, embraced, and I felt 
happy because I now recognised the “way 
home“. I understood and loved the little swal-
low, Hai Yen, loved the little child inside me so 
much! I closed my eyes, took a deep breath in 
and out and asked myself “does Hai Yen love 
herself enough?“ Tears rolled down my 
cheeks and when I opened my eyes, I saw a 
shining heart, formed by the branches of a 
plum tree in the darkness of the night. For a 
long time the plum tree had stood there, hav-
ing lost all its leaves to protect itself in the 
cold winter, only the bare branches inter-
twined into a beautiful heart shape! I ran to 
embrace the plum tree and vowed to open my 
heart, to practise, to change my life.

Immediately after returning from the re-
treat, fully aware of the purpose and mean-
ing of life, I decided to take action. The first 
was to end all suffering. I spent my time med-
itating, reading Thay‘s books, thinking deep-
ly about the root of my suffering and decided 
to quit my job. Even though the Corona epi-
demic had broken out worldwide, life had be-
come more uncertain and the job market 

more difficult, I still decided to stop every-
thing, determined to take care of myself 
again!

The Plum Village practice that helps me 
transform most is touching the earth. Every 
time I practise touching the earth, I feel a 
deep connection to my three roots: my blood 
ancestors, my spiritual ancestors and my 
land ancestors. I really enjoyed Su Ong‘s talk 
on corn seeds and corn plants: Looking at the 
plant of corn, a meditation practitioner can 
see the seed of corn. “The corn seed never 
dies, we can‘t see it anymore, but we know it 
doesn‘t die. If the corn seeds died, there would 
be no corn plants. We cannot see the corn 
seeds separately from the corn plant. We are 
the continuation of our father and mother, 
just as the plant of corn is the continuation of 
the grain of corn.“

I understand that my ancestors are the source 
of my strength and good qualities. But at the 
same time, the ancestors have also passed on 
the seeds of suffering and negativity. I pay at-
tention to the good seeds that my ancestors 
have passed on and at the same time acknowl-
edge the negative seeds that I have received 
from them. Next, I bow down, hands, feet and 
head touching the earth, and release these 
negative energies into the earth. Because of 
the miraculous transformations through this 
meditation practice, I have made bowing to 
the earth a daily ritual and have also shared it 
with the Sangha so we can practice the trans-
formation of suffering together. Each time I 
bow and listen to the instructions for touch-
ing the earth, each word penetrates deeply 
into me, I remember the times when my 
mother was not kind, I understand the pain 
and suffering of my mother, my father, my 
brother and I often burst into tears as if the 
knot of pain in my heart, which I am now em-
bracing and releasing into the earth, is being 
squeezed. 

When practising touching the earth, for the 
first time in my life I also felt a deep connec-
tion with the Tran family bloodline within 
me. When I read the book “Hermitage Among 
the Clouds“ by Su Ong about Princess Huyen 
Tran, daughter of Truc-Lam‘s great master 
Tran Nhan Tong, I was moved. I adore the 
holy life of the great monk who left his palace 
as a former king, then lived an ascetic life, 
dressed in cloth robes, sleeping in a straw hut 
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and walking barefoot, never forgetting his 
people. Tirelessly, he continued to build and 
consolidate moral authority and national cul-
ture. He travelled to Champa to strengthen 
the friendship between Champa and Viet-
nam, hoping to build a lasting peace between 
the two countries. His daughter, Princess 
Huyen Tran (the wonderful pearl), volun-
teered to be one of the first building blocks 
for the foundation of peace by marrying 
Champa‘s king and later deciding to become a 
nun. The more I read, the prouder I became 
and shed happy tears at the blessing of the 
Tran family‘s ancestral blood that has been 
passed down to me through many genera-
tions.

Sister Chan Khong‘s memoirs (Learning True 
Love) about her 52 years of practice with Su 
Ong, practising the Dharma and serving peo-
ple in need, also moved me to tears. I de-
voured the four volumes in a single day and 
night and was deeply moved by Su Ong‘s 
great love and Sister Chan Khong‘s charitable 
work. To sow the seeds of compassion in the 
minds of those who have never known shar-
ing, she had the idea of donating little but reg-
ularly, to cultivate the Bodhisattva heart in 
everybody, in every home. And I follow suit:  
Every day after meditating in the morning, I 
like to donate a meal of 70 cents (only about 
18,000 VND) through the Share-The-Meal app 
of the World Food Program (Food and Agri-
culture Organization of the WHO) This is the 
organization that was awarded the 2020 No-
bel Peace Prize for its efforts to reduce global 
hunger. This food is donated to refugee chil-
dren in Africa, starving children in the war-
torn Middle East. By fasting for one meal a 
day, I have the opportunity to look deeply and 
see the conditions of happiness I enjoy, be-
cause I have enough food, clothing and a ful-
filled life. In sharing a meal, I send loving en-
ergy to those in need. 

I also ask my family, relatives and friends to 
join in. Each of us, young and old, has the 
seeds of a Bodhisattva in our hearts. This act 
of sharing waters those seeds daily, helping 
our love and compassion to flourish. Little 
but often. The most important thing is not the 
amount of money donated, but much more 
importantly the regular act of giving, re-
minding us to do good deeds. In this way we 
are reminded of our own compassion. Plant, 
water, nurture, this is how the new trees be-

come healthy. I start each new day with a 
small gesture, but helping an unfortunate 
child somewhere to spend a day without hun-
ger increases my mental strength greatly. I 
think the best thing to do is to help myself to 
live more meaningfully, to remember to be 
grateful that I am luckier than many people, 
so that my attitude and mindset change posi-
tively and I accept everything; that I love life 
and people.

I also follow Sister Doan Nghiem‘s advice to 
write down good words, beautiful thoughts, 
sayings that help me stay alert, words that 
make my heart more loving, forgiving and 
tolerant, in a notebook. To cheer me up, I also 
write at least ten things that I appreciate and 
am grateful for in my journal every day, to 
recognise happy states in the here and now 
and to live each day mindfully. In the last 
year, I have been very fortunate to be able to 
practise regularly with the monks and nuns, 
to receive the five precious precepts, to rely 
on the good energy of the teachers at the In-
stitute, to receive the support of the Buddha, 
the Dharma and the Sangha on the path of 
practice, so that I could experience very pos-
itive transformations in my life. I also notice 
that the love within me is growing. 

I am learning to tolerate and let go, to love 
myself more and more. And I have been 
granted wondrous opportunities: I have the 
chance to be a godmother to 28 children at the 
SOS orphanage in Ca Mau, to help the chil-
dren of Lucky House in Dak Nong to go to 
school, to help build a library for children in 
central Vietnam, to adopt an orphaned sloth 
in a nature reserve in Costa Rica, to plant a 
new tree in the reforestation campaign after 
the bushfire disaster in Australia. Little by lit-
tle, I feel my heart getting bigger, I feel bless-
ed and happy every moment, and I long to 
give this happy love to every person, every 
living being. I consider myself happy and 
blessed because I have a healthy heart and 
live a healthy life, while every year in Viet-
nam more than 15,000 children are born with 
congenital heart defects and 80 per cent of 
them do not reach the age of 18. So I filled out 
the organ donor card.

I vow to use my heart to give love instead of 
hurt!

I take the teachings of Thay Phap An to heart: 
“It is only a question of perspective! The in-
finite cycle of life is not an obstacle or a cause 
for fear, but an opportunity to learn and de-
velop the great qualities of a Buddha. So try to 
make the most of your life! Make this life 
count.“

“If one day I fly to heaven, my dear, I will have 
lived a very leisurely life.

If one day I die, my dear, I will have lived a 
wonderful life.“

Waldbröl, 6.6.2021, my first time celebrating 
the Buddha‘s birthday.

The swallow Hai Yen
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In for the Ride 
 

Don’t ask questions now 
Samsara to nirvana 
How far is it yet?

Hours on End 
 

Sitting on the wall 
The moth expert in zazen 

Perfect harmony

Just like that 
 

How can I become 
Adept in the way of peace 

Like that flutter bug 

Lifetime upon Lifetime 
 

How many lifetimes 
Did it take to get it right? 

All those dates in line

Demons Day Off 
 

Demons of this world 
Peace, Joy and Loving Kindness 

Please stay home today
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Interbeing

i have no problem with that 
 

you say you are too thin 
you say you have a crocked chin 

i have no problem with that 
you say you never told a lie 
but you never told the truth 
i have no problem with that 

you say your teeth are pearly white 
but your soul is black like the night 

i have no problem with that 
you say you lived a sheltered life 

but innocence you´ve never known 
i have no problem with that 

you say you have been victimized 
but you can´t forgive them or yourself 

i have no problem with that 
you say you always want to get revenge 

and you try your best to get it 
i have no problem with that 

you say your life is super privileged  
but you´re not worthy of it a bit 

i have no problem with that 
you say you´re always trying to do your best 

but it never seems to compare 
i have no problem with that 

you say you look like an angel 
but a devil lives inside 

i have no problem with that 
you say you´re always trying to move up 

but it feels like falling down 
i have no problem with that 
you say your very hygienic 

but you can´t wash the dirt away 
 i have no problem with that 

you say your life is completely planned  
but you can´t find your way around 

i have no problem with that 
you say your always looking for a fight 

but you always run a way 
i have no problem with that 

you say you would love to embrace the world 
but you hate the way they all look 

i have no problem with that  
for being blind makes it easy 

for me to see 
every part of you  
is a part of me

Lyrics by David Lee Schenker
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Over the last few years, the space for the 
LGBTQIA+ community (1) to come together 
and practice Thay’s teachings has grown sig-
nificantly. Although maybe not visible to all, 
people from the Rainbow community have 
been part of the Plum Village Sangha since its 
origins and have often met informally. More 
recently, LGBTQIA+ practitioners have been 
able to come together visibly as families in af-
finity Dharma sharing sessions at general re-
treats and specific LGBTQIA+ retreats in dif-
ferent Plum Village centres. We have come to 
realise that not everyone may be aware of this 
wonderful development. It is therefore a 
pleasure to be able to share information 
about the growth and importance of these 
practice spaces with the wider Sangha and ex-
tend a warm welcome to all queer and ques-
tioning practitioners to join this colourful 
community.

Finding Refuge in the Community 

Thay has offered us the gatha “Be beautiful, 
be yourself.” This gatha can hold special im-
portance to LGBTQIA+ people, as the seeds of 
exclusion, non-acceptance, and shame have 
often been watered heavily in them through-
out their lives. Being yourself becomes much 
harder when you live in a society that tells 
you there is something wrong with you for 
being the way you are or who and how you 
love. This message is sadly regularly commu-
nicated to LGBTQIA+ people through such 
things as overt discrimination, subtle com-
ments, underrepresentation in films and 
books, or even physical assault. Specifically 
in religious and certain “spiritual” settings, 
LGBTQIA+ people have historically, up to this 
day, been shamed and excluded. 

In our tradition, Thay has been very support-
ive of LGBTQIA+ practitioners. Nevertheless, 
without an explicit invitation of welcome, it 

can be hard for our Rainbow friends to feel 
safe in any community. Many queer friends 
who have been practicing in the Plum Village 
tradition have therefore withheld or hid 
parts of themselves from the Sangha. They 
weren’t sure whether those parts had a place 
or would be accepted in the spiritual commu-
nity. We know of friends who have been un-
able to speak from the heart during Dharma 
sharings or consultations to avoid revealing 
the gender of their partner when talking 
about a relationship. They found that by join-
ing Rainbow sessions, they could finally 
bring all of themselves to the practice. 

The Rainbow sessions offer me the gift of 
meeting like-minded people, who can 
help me feel better about myself and 

about the world. The gift of connecting 
[sic] and through this, I can understand 
that I am not as alone as I thought, as 
“weird”—or even that our weirdness is 

beauty and doesn‘t need changing. (Friend 
from Bretagne, France)

Others have found their way into the world of 
mindfulness and Plum Village through the 
Rainbow Sanghas because of their explicit 
LGBTQIA+ nature. It has been the easiest or 
safest door for them to enter into a medita-
tion practice and community. The organisers 
of the North American Chrysanthemum 
Sangha shared with us that many of their 
Sangha members, though never having prac-
ticed in the Plum Village tradition, joined 
simply to practice mindfulness in a safe space 
with other queer people.

Both long-term practitioners and newcomers 
have found refuge in the Rainbow Sanghas. 
Here they can nurture their practice and sup-
port each other in healing from the harm that 
has happened both within and outside of the 
mindfulness community. When we feel safe 
in a space, we can relax. When we relax, we 
can go deep in our practice. As two friends 
from Germany share,

“Within the LGBTQIA+ Sangha I can share 
without having to explain. And when I listen 
deeply, it feels like my siblings are sharing 
something about me. There is easiness, kind-
ness, and deep understanding in connecting 
with queer friends.

The Rainbow Sangha offers me a safe space 
that allows me to nourish my spirituality 
while empowering me to love myself as I am. 
Because of the way LGBTQIA+ people are 
treated in this society, there is a need for spe-
cific flower watering within the community.”

We understand Rainbow-safe spaces as an es-
sential part of the long journey to a more in-
clusive society and Sangha, alongside efforts 
like increasing visibility, education, and ally 
advocacy.

The Joy and Magic of Being Queer

Many LGBTQIA+ people dedicate a lot of time 
and energy to create awareness in those 
around us of the discrimination and violence 
that is still aimed at our community. But it 
puts us in a position where we rarely get to 
tell people about our joy and the magic of be-
ing queer. Thay has reminded us oftentimes 
that “to suffer is not enough. We must also be 
in touch with the wonders of life. They are 
within us and all around us, everywhere, any 
time.” 

We personally have found that the Rainbow 
Sangha allows us to be in touch with lots of 
wonder and joy: The joy of being oneself, 
without fear of rejection. The joy of meeting 
other people like oneself. The joy of celebrat-
ing one’s own and other’s strength and vul-
nerability. The joy of venturing out of con-
ventions. The joy of failing society’s often 
absurd standards. The joy of revelling in the 

Be Beautiful, be Yourself   
How Rainbow Sanghas Are Offering a Warm Refuge across the World



Be Beautiful, be Yourself    | 175

diversity of people’s expressions of love and 
gender. The joy of caring for each other.

I find a lot of beauty and courage—to act 
and to speak out for us and for others—in 
the LGBTQIA+ community. A lot of concern 
about each other, a form of warmth, deep 
understanding, and care. It brings me joy 

when I feel surrounded by this love. 
(Friend from Bretagne, France)

 

 
 

A Year of Distanced Togetherness 

The past year has denied us the possibility of 
meeting face-to-face, and for most people it 
has been a time of isolation and worry. Lucki-
ly, there have been a variety of online offer-
ings for Rainbow practitioners through the 
year. For instance, the Rainbow Sangha UK of-
fered the “Be Calm, Be Happy” mindfulness 
course in Autumn 2020. As a friend from Mel-
bourne, Australia shares, 

This was the first mindfulness training I ever 
had in my life, as well as the first LGBTQIA+ 
mindfulness organisation I ever heard of. The 
UK Rainbow Sangha’s six-week mindfulness 
course was very satisfying, and they very 
kindly accepted me into their regular weekly 
meetings.

We have also been lucky to receive blessing 
and support from many Dharma teachers and 
Order of Interbeing members. One example is 
the beautiful Dharma talk by Brother Phap 
Hai on the practice of self-love and resilience, 
specifically given for the international 
LGBTQIA+ Sangha. Another example is mo-
nastic Brother Treasure and other friends 
from Plum Village supporting Rainbow Ire-
land in a sharing of the Seven Miracles of 
Mindfulness. These possibilities to be part of 
regular LGBTQIA+ Sangha meetings regard-
less of location is surely one of the most won-
derful things to emerge from digitalization of 
our Sanghas. It may be different to create com-
munity through computer screens, but there 
is no denying the closeness and joy we feel ev-
ery time we see our Sangha light up the screen 
in a mosaic of faces from around the world.

 
 

Gathering under the Rainbow 

Examples of our colourful community gath-
erings in 2020 and 2021:

• The international LGBTQIA+ Sangha’s 
New Year’s Eve mindful dance 
celebration and Valentine’s Day panel on 
True Love (the Third Mindfulness 
Training) from a queer perspective 
besides bimonthly practice gatherings). 

• A small in-person retreat at Dharma 
Mountain centre in France and one 
hosted by the Berlin LGBTQIA+ and POC 
Sangha.  

• An online mini-retreat in June 2021, 
allowing people to participate from 
many different time zones. 

• The American Chrysanthemum Sangha’s 
half Days of Mindfulness on Thanksgiv-
ing and during the week of Christmas 
and New Year‘s. 

• The webinar series Making-Visible by 
the Opening Heart Mindfulness 
Community in Washington, DC, focused 
on LGBTQIA+ issues in Autumn 2020 
(available, along with many resources, at 
www.making-visible.org).

At the time of writing this article in May 
2021, we know of the following Plum Village 
LGBTQIA+ Sanghas: Paris (France), the UK, 
Ireland, Berlin and Freiburg (Germany), In-
donesia, the Chrysanthemum and Cosmic 
Body Sanghas (US), and the international 
LGBTQIA+ Sangha. Many of these Sanghas 
currently have weekly or monthly meetings 
open to friends from other locations. Those 
belonging to the LGBTQIA+ community who 
would like to practice with other queer 
friends can find more information about the 
different Sanghas and their meeting times at 
plumvillagerainbow.org. 

Simone Simone (she/her), Luminous Resolve of 
the Heart, is a farmer, environmental scientist, 
educator, and community organizer based in 
Germany. Practicing with Wake Up and other 
Sanghas since 2014, she deeply enjoyed living and 
working with the monastics of Plum Village for 
two years as one of the Happy Farmers. 
 
Ida (they/them) is a Scandinavian traveling 
craftsperson doing woodworking and farming 
who loves introducing spoon carving to other 
queer people. They came to Plum Village for the 
first time in January 2016 and have been 
returning regularly to connect to the practice, 
work at the Happy Farm, and build things. 
 
1  Standing for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
questioning/queer, intersex, and agender/
asexual, LGBTQIA+ is seen as an inclusive and 
accepting way to refer to the rainbow or queer 
community and those people who don’t identify 
as heterosexual or cisgender. The plus is widely 
taken as a symbol to represent self-identifying 
members of the community who are not included 
in the LGBTQIA acronym.

2  In the book “Being Peace“from Thích Nhất Hạnh.
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Even if it is not possible in persona, we can 
still have our coming out, coming home to 
ourselves, and coming together! Like so 
many of the retreats this year, our planned 
gathering as an LGBTQIA+1 community 
practicing in the Plum Village tradition 
could not take place at EIAB. Despite this dis-
appointment, we were very happy instead to 
enjoy an extended day of mindfulness - or 
mini-queer retreat - attended online by peo-
ple from home in Australasia, North Ameri-
ca, and Europe.

On the first day of the retreat, we had the op-
portunity to arrive together through some 
exercises adapted to Zoom: We were invited 
to “pin“ another participating person in the 
Zoom program and connect with our shared 
pain and joy. Further guidance helped us ar-
rive in our bodies while connecting with our 
ancestors and their supportive energy.

Our queer day of mindfulness on Saturday 
nourished us from the start, first with yoga 
for every experience level and equipment, 
followed by beautiful harp music performed 

live from Plum Village. We enjoyed a lov-
ing-kindness meditation led by Brother Jan 
before he and Brother Bao Tang shared their 
wonderful wisdom in a Dharma talk. The talk 
by the two Dharma teachers explored the 
feeling of not being sufficient or okay that 
many people who identify as LGBTQIA+ have 
internalized at a young age.  They talked 
about the feeling of loneliness that can come 
from having to hide parts of your identity 
and not being able to connect with other 
queer people. This is why coming out (if that 
is possible according to our circumstances) 
can be very valuable and important for our-
selves and the community. The practice we 
share is inclusive and really calls us to show 
up with all aspects of ourselves: If we hide 
only one of these aspects, we will be hindered 
in our practice. As was said in the Dharma 
talk, one fearless person is able to save an en-
tire community. We were reminded that med-
itation is an act of cultivation. Instead of be-
lieving that we can attain happiness and 
freedom, we have the choice to choose to wa-
ter and cultivate the seeds of happiness and 
freedom. 

After a deep relaxation, we divided into fam-
ilies for Dharma sharing. This provided an 
opportunity to really come together, which 
we found very touching and enriching de-
spite the online format. At dinner, we had the 
opportunity to meet in interest groups on a 
variety of topics: Trans-identity/non-binary/
gender-expanding; queer healing, resilience, 
and mental health; and an interest group on 
celebrating diversity in general. Experienc-
ing having a space to share on these topics, 
while equally recognizing that we are not 
alone in our experiences, was empowering. 
A beautiful closing

ceremony invited us to ask ourselves what 
arises in our bodies when we trust the beau-
ty within ourselves. The invitation was fol-
lowed by a phenomenal dance party in which 
we celebrated ourselves in all our beauty and 
which provided a liberating and joyful end to 
the day.

On Sunday, we followed up our Day of Mind-
fulness with two gatherings of the Interna-
tional LGBTQIA+ Sangha (for more informa-
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tion, see the article in this issue about the 
International LGBTQIA+ Sangha): one in the 
morning appropriate for Asian time zones 
and one in the evening appropriate for Amer-
ican time zones. We enjoyed the common 
practice of touching the earth in a version 
adapted for the queer community. In connec-
tion with this practice, we were invited to 
share in small groups about a number of is-
sues, including, for example, our first memo-
ries of encounters with queerness in our 
lives; something that enriches and nourishes 
our queerness; and a wish or dream we want 
to see in the world in the future. Sharing 
about these topics gave us space to strength-
en our inspiration and motivation for a more 
colorful future. It also allowed us to acknowl-
edge the different levels of pain that so many 
individuals in the queer community have 
faced and continue to face.

Writing this article from the perspective of 
both an organizer (Jula) and a participant 
(Mareike), we found that the caring and sup-
portive atmosphere of the organizing team 
contributed to a similar atmosphere through-
out the retreat. Although it was challenging 
for Jula to participate in deep relaxation 
while overseeing the technical side, the re-
treat was still very enjoyable and an enrich-
ing learning experience, and for Mareike the 
retreat facilitation felt very harmonious and 
loving.

In gratitude for all the efforts of our ances-
tors and all those whose loving devotion led 
to making this event possible, we are very 
pleased to make recordings of the retreat 
available on the retreat website2. In our sang-
ha practice, and by taking the energy of the 
retreat with us, we want to continue to main-
tain the awareness of flowing together in one 
river.

Jula Pethes und Mareike Jautschus

1 This acronym includes lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

trans, questioning/queer, inter, agender/asexual, 

and other people who do not consider them-

selves heterosexual and/or cisgender.

2 https://sites.google.com/plumvillage.org/rain-

bow
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How have the seeds in my store consciousness in-

fluenced my view of the world, and what impact has 

racism had on me as a white person? From May 29 

to June 2, 2021, we had the opportunity to get in 

touch with this question in what the retreat orga-

nizers (the Plum Village White Awareness Sangha) 

called an “experiment“: the combination of a Plum 

Village retreat with an anti-racism training by the 

Phoenix e.V.  collective. This experiment was very 

successful from our perspective as two partici-

pants. Not only did the familiar elements of our 

practice provide a mindful and loving space which 

allowed us to engage with this challenging topic, 

we also experienced meaningful connections be-

tween the teachings of Plum Village and Phoenix.

A child that encounters a buffalo will want to tame 

and ride it, but the buffalo will throw it off. It is only 

when the child walks alongside the buffalo that 

they can become friends. This story from the Dhar-

ma talk offered by Sister Bi Nghiem at the begin-

ning of the retreat teaches us how to wake up to the 

conditioning of white culture that many  of us have 

been exposed to. The buffalo signifies the store con-

sciousness – stronger than the mind conscious-

ness, which is represented by the child. In the Phoe-

nix training, we had the opportunity to get in touch 

with the seeds that have been watered by racist cul-

ture, rather than trying to become master over 

them. This led to a range of emotions coming up – 

for instance the (peculiar) sense of warmth and se-

curity when recollecting formative stories and 

events from our childhood, anger toward the seeds 

of separation and prejudice that were watered in 

this way, and relief about realizing that it is not our 

fault that we have these seeds. We became aware 

that we need to engage with our inner child loving-

ly and understandingly, finding a language that 

does not remain on a rational level but goes deeper.

On the first day of the training, we were asked to 

share our expectations. Many different things 

were shared, such as guilt or shame related to our 

racist conditioning. But, as our trainer noted with 

concern and a wink, nobody had shared that they 

expected to have fun! Though surprised by the idea 

of having fun together when engaging with racism 

and our whiteness, and despite the heaviness and 

grief that arose repeatedly, we experienced many 

moments of lightness and laughter, and also had 

the opportunity to relax and enjoy moments of con-

nection. For instance, we enjoyed watching the im-

ages of other participants that we knew or had just 

met. In the introduction round every single partic-

ipant brought their unique character to the screen 

while sharing five sentences about themselves. We 

had a good laugh together as we collected creative 

guesses on how one of our trainers might have 

made it back into their room after being locked out 

in the beginning of our session.

On all days of the retreat, a deep relaxation was of-

fered in order for us to come back to our bodies and 

ground in our breath. We were invited to let our 

bodies fall down and let gravity catch us. In the 

words of one retreat organizer, our body takes no-

tice of everything that we hear, feels everything 

that we feel, and remembers and stores encounters 

that are too difficult to digest. Along with the morn-
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ing and evening meditations, this practice helped 

to create a framework in which we were able to en-

gage with the topic of racism and white condition-

ing from a grounded place.

The wish to continue this practice together shows: 

we want to go as a river, not as drops of water. Steps 

are being made toward the emergence of more 

White Awareness Sanghas. By continuing this 

path, we aspire to get to know our whiteness better 

and look for loving ways to reduce the suffering 

caused by white supremacy. This way, we can learn 

to walk with our whiteness like the child walks 

alongside the buffalo. 

Jula Pethes  Mareike Jautschus 
1   www.phoenix-ev.org 
 

This poem was written by a retreat partici-
pant inspired by teachings and practices 
during the retreat:

First steps to 
healing

Seeing that I am a white drop of water 
In a big forceful stream 

On its way through the landscape 
Damaging all within reach –  

just by default.

I wake up facing my whiteness 
Feeling numbed by the poison –  

we just eat 
Effortly raising emotions 

Confronted with these destructioness 
seeds.

Wanting to rush to salvation 
Tripping and slipping right off my feet 

Landing flat on my belly –  
that’s hard to seize 

But grounding right in this moment –  
trying to breath.

I don’t know how I will go on 
But I will train my compassion 

Knowing I might not have the right bells 
yet 

But I can use the tones of wine-glasses 
available.
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Tai-Chi, Qigong and Kung Fu 

As the youngest of a total of five siblings, it 
was always a bit of a challenge to assert my-
self against the older ones. Everyday life in 
the family was simple, but nice. Although I al-
ways had a good relationship with my sib-
lings, we couldn‘t have been more different.

 My fondness for Kung Fu, sparked at a young 
age, was not shared by my elder brothers and 
sisters. For my parents, too, it was something 
they honestly didn’t think much of. Neverthe-
less, or precisely because of it, from the age of 
twelve I was fascinated by the Chinese mar-
tial arts, as well as the health benefits of Tai Ji 
and Qigong, and this has not diminished over 
the decades since. In addition to training and 
studying in various places in China, my youth 
was marked by something else too: Bud-
dhism.

Although Buddhism is widespread in China, 
it was hardly a topic in our family. Neither my 
siblings nor my parents would describe 
themselves as Buddhists. However, there was 
one other person in our household who I of-
ten affectionately called “auntie“. She accom-
panied our family and was a part of it. 

One day, when I was still very young, I ob-
served her mindfully and carefully decorat-
ing her altar with a Buddha statue, fresh flow-
ers and fruit. I asked her about it and she told 
me everything she knew about the Buddha‘s 
teachings. 

From that day on,  
my life changed completely. 

The more I studied Buddhism, the more my 
curiosity grew and I quickly realised that 
there were many points of contact between 
the Buddha‘s teachings and traditional Chi-
nese medicine. 

As a young man in China, I visited many tem-
ples in my free time and met monks and nuns 
who shared their stories and wisdom with 
me. Gradually the feeling grew that I must 
have already laid down the roots for my at-
traction to Buddhism in a past life. Medita-
tion in particular became another great love 
and passion for me. 

My school years, studies and work at univer-
sity in China passed very quickly. At that 

time, life in China was still very simple com-
pared to today. Nevertheless, my interest in 
Buddhist practice had continued since my 
first conversation with “auntie“. At the end of 
the 1980s, a new phase of life began for my 
family and me. For the first time in my life I 
left China, and suddenly I found myself thou-
sands of kilometres away on the other side of 
the world, in Austria. What was initially a bit 
of a culture shock soon revealed itself to have 
been one of the best and most important of 
decisions. In Vienna, life began anew, my 
family and the studio became the new focus 
of life. However, this transition was not with-
out problems and difficulties. Siblings, par-
ents and friends so far away in China, the new 
language, a completely different culture with 
different habits. Especially in the early years, 
taking refuge in Buddhism and Buddhist 
teachings was a source of strength. 

Reading sutras like the Diamond Sutra or the 
Heart Sutra, helped me deepen my practice, 
which goes hand in hand with the health as-
pects of Tai Ji and Qigong. I have never had 
just one teacher, but see the teachings of the 
Buddha in all things in life. The virtues of pa-

The Connection between Chinese Martial Arts and the Teachings of the Buddha 
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tience, compassion and gratitude became the 
pillars on which my choices and personality 
were based.

It wasn’t always this way. As a young man in 
China I was very dynamic, always on the 
move and sometimes restless. 

It wasn’t until after the first years had 
passed and I became the father of two 
sons and had began to settle in Austria 

that I discovered the beauty in restfulness. 

My daily Buddhist practice of gratitude in 
front of the altar, meditation and practising 
Tai Ji and Qigong made it easier for me. I am 
sure that without these teachings I would 
never be able to maintain the inner harmony 
and contentment that I have been trying to 
pass on to my students for decades. Particu-
larly close to my heart are the many trips to 
China with my students, where we are al-
lowed to observe and learn about the life of 
the monks and nuns in a Buddhist monastery 
in the south of the country, and even try it a 
bit for ourselves. It is a unique opportunity 
and builds on the long-standing friendship 
between us and the abbot of the monastery. 

Although it would of course be possible to 
find a nice hotel in China for the group to stay 
in, it was always important to my wife and me 
to bring the group as close as possible to au-
thentic monastic life. That is why we deliber-
ately forego too much material luxury on 
these trips, in order to experience the emo-
tional and spiritual treasures that exist in 
this unique place, in the midst of nature, on 
the mountain of “Gu Shan“. Many people are 
caught up in the stress of modern life; howev-
er, these trips have allowed many of our stu-
dents to find a true sanctuary.

Even today, I am firmly convinced that 
sometimes moving outside our comfort 

zone and looking beyond our own 
horizons opens the potential for deep 

insights. 

I learned this from the wise monks and nuns 
in the monastery. Buddhism has had a signif-
icant influence on my life and this is where 
my motivation to share these teachings with 
my students through meditation or interpre-
tation of the sutras comes from. I particular-
ly value the Diamond Sutra. When I first read 

it and began to absorb its meaning, I noticed 
the close connection with meditation. The fo-
cus of the Diamond Sutra is letting go of 
thoughts and the freedom of the mind that re-
sults. This is also an essential aspect of medi-
tation, and is exactly why I have been so inter-
ested in studying the Diamond Sutra: I think 
that many of our problems in today‘s world 
arise from too much or even wrong thinking.

I have been teaching for more than  
45 years now. 

My teaching is characterised by its focus on 
the traditional Chinese arts and health as-
pects of Tai Chi and Qigong, which I love and 
are so important to me. However, it is also im-
portant for me to incorporate the spiritual 
and emotional components of Buddhism. I 
think this symbiosis is what distinguishes my 
teaching style and also explains why people 
from completely different backgrounds are 
keen to learn about it. I strongly believe that 
although Tai Chi, Qigong, Kung Fu as well as 
Buddhism originated in Asia, they should be 
equally available to everyone and that we 
should all have the opportunity to practice 
and integrate these teachings into our own 
lives.

Buddhist practice has helped me develop the 
patience required for strenuous daily train-
ing in the martial arts since my childhood, the 
gratitude for the chance to start a family and 
the studio in Austria with my wife, and com-
passion towards all living beings. I am grate-
ful for the life I have regardless of where I am, 
feel great compassion towards my fellow hu-
man beings, and try to learn, teach and live 
the teachings of the Buddha.

Zhang Xiao Pi 
 
 
 

The school bell rings, I pack up my books 
and say goodbye to my classmates. Outside 
the school gates we chat for a while about 
our plans for the summer holidays, before 
the group gradually drifts apart. I already 
knew back in primary school that my 
summers were probably a little different 
from most of my classmates. Less than 24 
hours later, my parents, my big brother and 
I, together with a group of Tai Chi and 
Qigong students from our studio, are 

waiting at Vienna Schwechat Airport. Every 
summer of my childhood, my family and I 
would start our annual trip to the unique 
Buddhist monastery „Gu Shan“ in Fu Zhou, 
China. Year after year, this experience 
shaped my childhood, and still shapes my 
life today. Although I went to high school in 
Vienna for the school year, participated in 
Kung Fu and Tai Chi training at our studio 
and enjoyed playing with my friends in my 
free time, to this day it is the two weeks at 
the beginning of each summer that I 
remember most deeply. The early morning 
recitation in the Buddha hall, the meditation 
in the temple, observing the daily life of the 
monks and nuns, all this was part of my first 
contact with Buddhism as a young boy.

However, I was fortunate not only to experi-
ence the virtues of Buddhist teachings in Chi-
na, but also in Austria. Both my parents live 
and teach the traditional disciplines of China. 
Both the wonderful health aspects of Kung 
Fu, Tai Ji and Qigong taught by my father, and 
my mother‘s teaching of traditional Chinese 
medicine, shaped my and my brother‘s child-
hood. Her way of bringing us up was mindful, 
patient and full of love - attitudes that are re-
peatedly emphasised in Buddhism. For us as 
a family, it was always clear that these values 
of patience, compassion and love for our fel-
low human beings were what we wanted to 
practise with one another as a family and ex-
press in our individual behaviour towards 
others. Practising these Buddhist teachings 
often led to very instructive conversations 
and exchange of ideas within the family. One 
of the main themes in our conversations was 
the contrast between the world in which my 
parents had grown up, and the world in 
which my brother and I were growing up.

Kung Fu training is not easy. Repeating each 
exercise hundreds of times, stretching the 
muscles again and again, and trying to bring 
body and mind together. As a young boy, I of-
ten lacked the motivation and discipline to do 
this. It was precisely in these situations that 
my father gave me my first Buddhist teaching 
- patience. If I was too tired to practise, I was 
allowed to stay at home and rest. If I forgot an 
exercise, he would calmly show it to me again. 
If I wanted to try something else instead of 
Kung Fu, he gave me the freedom to do so. He 
was patient with me. Only later did I realise 
that his patience and support were insights 
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from his Buddhist practice. And although I 
tried to imitate the jumps and fast move-
ments of martial arts, it is my father’s pa-
tience that I tried to emulate most.

Practising patience has always been import-
ant for me. One method for practising this pa-
tience and inner peace was, and still is, medi-
tation. I can still remember the first sitting 
meditations that took place in our children‘s 
room. My father told us stories about Buddha 
and meditated with us. A calm and natural 
sitting position, mindful breathing and let-
ting go of thoughts - these were the first teach-
ings my brother and I received about this 
practice. At home, we did not meditate daily, 
but whenever time allowed. In retrospect, I 
must honestly admit that I was often very 
restless inside when meditating and had 
many thoughts in my head during these 15 
minutes. At first it seemed very unnatural to 
sit and do “nothing“. Outwardly, however, I al-
ways tried not to let this show, and occasion-
ally glanced at my father to see if he had real-
ly closed his eyes. These are beautiful 
memories that I have never associated with 
training.

In my family, in the monastery in China, and 
also in the Buddhist religious classes I attend-
ed in Vienna during my school years, I 
learned patience as well as compassion and 
love towards all living beings. In these les-
sons my teacher allowed me to deepen my 
meditation practice and, as time progressed, 
I noticed how it became something complete-
ly natural. Especially during my school years, 
meditation often helped me let go of my many 

thoughts, and I practised meditation regular-
ly during my time at grammar school.

These valuable experiences and teachings of 
the Buddha have accompanied me through-
out my life, which is why I also consider my-
self a Buddhist. They are of great importance 
to me, especially in difficult situations. Par-
ticularly in times of stress, of a family or pro-
fessional nature, fear of decisions or ambigu-
ity, they give me support and a different 
perspective on things. When I look back on 
my childhood, I appreciate this great happi-
ness more and more each day. The Buddha‘s 
teachings are also a great inspiration for my 
classes in the studio when I teach Kung Fu, 
Tai Ji or Qi Gong to the students. It shows me 
that any situation, whether big or small, can 
be overcome and mastered with compassion, 
love and patience.  

Zhang  Zi
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184 |  A Word about Miracles

What do they mean? In October 2017, at the 
age of 55, I was diagnosed with pancreatic 
cancer and liver metastases. A cancer diagno-
sis with a very poor prognosis: incurable, in-
operable. With a bit of luck, life can be pro-
longed for a few extra months. But no one told 
me that, and that was very wise. Because to-
day, in June 2021, I‘m still alive, and I‘m even 
doing really well. Many people see this as a 
miracle and share their way of seeing it with 
me. 

This helps me to see it in a new way:  
Yes! A miracle!

Miracles happen. Again and again. As stu-
dents of Thich Nhat Hanh we not only believe 
in miracles, we know: we can also see these 
miracles. That is what the man we know as 
Thay has taught us. We can recall his humor-
ous saying: 

‘The miracle is not to walk on water;  
the miracle is to walk on earth.’ 

Miraculously, life arose on this blue planet 
because causes and conditions were and are 
sufficient. All phenomena are miracles: they 
come into being through the interaction of 
their components, and at some point they dis-

integrate into these components again. This 
is true for the little flower by the wayside, for 
our positive and negative emotions, our 
wholesome and unwholesome mental forma-
tions. This applies to my liver, my pancreas, 
the tumour tissue. It applies to all beings, to 
the people around us and to ourselves. Every-
thing is transient. We can ask the same ques-
tion of everything we meet: how much lon-
ger? - We do not know. 

Today I would like to direct my gaze and 
yours to the miracles we encounter every 
day, or to the miracles that suddenly make 
what we thought impossible possible.  

 A Word about Miracles
Of late I have often heard the words: That‘s a miracle! 



 A Word about Miracles | 185

There is nothing esoteric about it. Everything 
Thay teaches us is deeply in harmony with 
the latest scientific findings. We observe life 
itself. We try to fathom it by letting go of all 
concepts and touching reality as it is. When 
we are humble and open, the true miracles 
can reveal themselves.

I offer my experiences over the last few years 
as an example: It was a miracle when, with my 
diagnosis, I went to an oncology practice at 11 
o‘clock on a Friday morning without an ap-
pointment and was greeted like a very im-
portant person: ‘Please come in! Yes, on Mon-
day we‘ll put in your port, and on Tuesday 
we‘ll start chemotherapy.’ This was the start 
of a great love story between the practice 
team, the doctor and me, as all of us went 
about our work with true love: loving kind-
ness, compassion, equanimity and joy. And 
there was plenty of room for joy, because the 
chemo worked amazingly well. And again 
and again I also recovered amazingly well 
from these strains. And so, over the course of 
three years, I have received all the chemo-
therapies that are available in my case. By the 

end, I had received 64 doses of chemotherapy.  
And I survived. That alone is a miracle.

But then the end seemed near, and I was (hon-
estly!) already choosing a nice spot in the 
cemetery. Unexpectedly, a light appeared on 
the horizon: due to an extremely rare genetic 
defect in my immune system (ROS1 transloca-
tion), in September 2020 I was able to start 
with a ‘targeted therapy’. Since then, the pri-
mary tumour and all the metastases have dis-
appeared. (Of the countless metastases in my 
liver, two particularly large ones had a diam-
eter of six centimetres). At the moment, it 
seems possible that I will live a while longer, 
maybe even a few more years. Of course, ev-
erything is transient! That‘s why here too the 
question: How much longer? - We don‘t know.

With this story I want to offer encourage-
ment: Do not despair! Believe in miracles! 

Let go of all concepts, open yourselves to life 
itself and stay in the flow! Trust fully in the 
miracles of nature and science! Let us use the 
teachings of the Diamond Sutra that Thay 

Phap An and Sister Song Nghiem introduced 
to us with their course in June 2021 as an ex-
ample: Is this an incurable disease? No. When 
you talk about an incurable disease, there is 
nothing that can be called an incurable dis-
ease. That is why it is called incurable disease.

Anne von der Lühe
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Enlightenment

First burning away  
The outer layer we come near 

The heart of all things 

Core of Things 
At the core of things 

We find the most important 
Heartfelt connection

 
The Six Roots

Cutting the six roots 
The only way of seeing  
Is with your own heart

Sangha Poetries
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Visiting the Temple

Buddha´s Smile 

Dreary rainy day 
Someone stole the Buddha´s nose 

Left behind his smile 

Buddha´s Smile II

This you cannot steal 
You can only borrow it 
Or make it your own 

Across the Town 

Sometimes children come 
Disrespect the bell, and ring 

Peace´s message out

Vesakh  Offering to the Buddha 

Sit down 

Make Buddha happy 
Let your mind become quiet 

Sit down, shut your trap

Exercising

The most important 
Not what you promise to do 

Simply what you don’t 

 

Silver Bullet

No silver bullet 
The mind remains but a trap 

Now think about that

Shady

Try to get some shade
Sit down and reflect a bit

Til you see the light

Lyrics by David Lee Schenker



188 | The practice of perfect generosity

Dear valued friends,

It is with great pleasure that we can report that a donor has been 
generous enough to establish a matching funds program to help us 
complete the restoration of the aging Great Compassion Monastery 
building at EIAB.

During the period April 1 through August 31, 2021, this donor will 
match any donation received for EIAB up to a maximum of $200,000 
(approximately 170,000 euros). The donor, who wishes to remain 
anonymous, has supported our revered teacher Thầy Zen Master 
Thích Nhất Hạnh and the EIAB - Thầy‘s Peace Project for Europe and 
the World - since its inception in 2008.

As you may know, the Convent of Great Compassion houses the mo-
nastic community of nuns and our guests. The building was con-
structed in 1957 in an era when building codes for safety, health and 
energy efficiency were well below today‘s improved standards. In 
addition, 60 years of use have caused serious wear and tear.

In 2014, we began renovating the building in sections. The third and 
final section began last October and, with your help as well, we hope 
to complete the project this summer.

(Please also watch the video recording of our ceremony to begin the 
restoration of the Monastery of Great Compassion at EIAB at the fol-
lowing link: https://youtu.be/NpHCeE4hxTQ )

An invitation to participate in the practice of perfect gen-
erosity:

We are full of happiness and gratitude in view of the wonderful 
practice of perfect generosity of our donor and would like to invite 
you to participate with him. Your contribution is very important to 
realize the vision of our esteemed teacher Thầy - the emergence of 
the European Institute of Applied Buddhism. Please consider your-
self a part of this wonderful Dharma project, which was started by 
Thầy with the aspiration to build a global culture of peace and 
non-violence, to transmit the teachings of the Buddha, and to fulfill 
the great Bodhisattva vow to alleviate the suffering of all living be-
ings.

According to the Buddha‘s teachings, as reported in the stories from 
his past lives (the Jatakas), the future Buddha practiced and realized 

a variety of vows and aspirations on the bodhisattva path over a limit-
less period of time. In the story of Prince Vessantara (story number 
547 in the Jataka, Khuddaka Nikaya section), the future Buddha real-
ized the practice of generosity through acts of selfless, unconditional 
giving. The perfection of generosity (Dana Paramita) is in fact his last 
practice in a series of countless rebirths before he manifested on earth 
as Prince Siddhartha, left his home, sought the Way, practiced the 
Dharma, and attained the fruit of Buddhahood with the title Shakya-
muni Buddha.

The perfection of generosity is one of the Ten Perfections of a Bodhi-
sattva. When we read this story, we realize the unsurpassed wonder-
ful merits that come from the practice of the Perfection of Generosity. 
The spiritual energy we awaken through it can help us realize the emp-
tiness of all dharmas, and it has the potential to free us from the cycle 
of countless rebirths, thus serving ourselves and all beings.

In the maturing of our own practice as monks and nuns of EIAB, we 
have been able to deepen our understanding of the limitless power and 
merit of the practice of perfect generosity. Only this deepened under-
standing enables us to overcome our own strong reluctance when it 
comes to asking friends for financial support, whether for our pro-
gram or for building projects at the Institute. However, the need to pro-
vide acceptable material conditions for those who live and practice 
with us at the Monastery of Great Compassion is overwhelming and 
urgent. Therefore, we hope that our friends can understand why we 

The practice of  
perfect generosity

A call for participation in the Matching Funds Campaign (“Matching Funds“ in English) to complete the 
restoration of the Great Compassion Monastery at EIAB, Waldbröl, March 22, 2021
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are setting aside our usual restraint and addressing you with this 
appeal for the Donation Doubling Program.

Renewal of the Monastery of Great Compassion in the EIAB.

When EIAB purchased the building that is now the Monastery of 
Great Compassion in 2009, the building had not received any reno-
vations for over 50 years. Since then, we have managed to achieve 
the following:

• 2014 to 2016: installation of a new fire protection system and an 
emergency fire staircase at a cost of more than 400,000 euros.

• 2017 to 2019: Installation of a new heating system for approx. 
500,000 euros.

• 2020 to date: Extensive work to repair broken pipes and moisture 
and mold damage and replace rotted water and power lines. We 
also need to install energy-saving LED lighting and new sewer 
lines to connect to city utilities.  Existing restrooms and 
shower rooms will be renovated and new facilities added. This fi-
nal phase of construction, which also includes new roofing on the 
main part of the building, will cost an estimated 700,000 euros.

 
We are hopeful that with this donation doubling program, and also 
thanks to your generosity, we will make it to the home stretch and 
make the Monastery of Great Compassion a healthier and more en-
vironmentally friendly place to live. Our goal is to prepare the en-
tire EIAB in the best possible condition for the end of the Covid-19 
pandemic, so that we can then give you a personal warm welcome to 
practice with us in good cheer and good health.

All donations are received and registered with great gratitude 
and - thanks to the outstanding kindness of our main donor in 

this project - doubled.

EIAB Bank details

Please address your donation of any size to EIAB with the following 
details:

All donations are tax deductible. If you would like to receive a dona-
tion receipt, please include your mailing address on the transfer. 
We will then send you a donation receipt to your address by mail in 
early 2022.

Intended use: Matching Fund Donation  
Receiver: EIAB GgmbH  
Kreissparkasse Köln  
IBAN:   DE27 3705 0299 0341 5529 32    
S.W.I.F.T - BIC         COKSDE33XXX

We would like to express our deepest gratitude for all the donations 
and pray that the great compassion of the Buddhas, Bodhisattvas and 
Patriarchs may protect you, your family and your loved ones so that 
you may experience health, peace and stability, especially in these 
challenging times of the Covid-19 pandemic.

May the fruit of your practice of perfect generosity benefit all living 
beings, our Mother Earth and the entire cosmos.

With deepest gratitude, love and respect,

Thầy Pháp Ấn, Sr. Chân Không and the brothers and sisters of the 
EIAB.

Ty Kheo – Bhikshu Thich Chan Pháp Ấn  
Vien Truong Vien Phat Hoc Ung Dung Chau Au

Dr. Thu Pham  
Director and Dean of Studies  
European Institute of Applied Buddhism (EIAB)  
Schaumburgweg 3  
51545 Waldbröl, Deutschland  
Tel: +49 (0)2291/907 13 73 
E-Mail: info@eiab.eu  
http://www.eiab.eu

Ty Kheo Ni – Bhikshuni Thich Nü Chan Khong  
Ni Truong Dao Trang Mai Thon Phap Quoc

Ni Xa Dieu Tram – Chua Tu Hieu,   
To 7   
Phuong Thuy Xuan  
Thanh Pho Hue  
Viet Nam
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