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The Path  
of the Bodhisattva

By Thầy Pháp Ấn

To follow the path of a bodhisattva, to 
practice bringing conscious awareness 
into the world for oneself and for others, 
is to be a spiritual warrior. But what 
exactly does that mean? 1

“Bodhi” comes from Sanskrit and means 
“understanding, enlightened, awak-
ened”. “Sattva” means “to be” or “exis-
tence”. But it is not an existence of 
merely floating along a river, like a 
plant. It is an existence in which there 
is effort, there is a struggle, there is 
fighting. “Fighting”, here, means to 
fight for goodness, for a higher ideal, 
something that is noble.2

Sr. Song Nghiem at our European 
Institute of Applied Buddhism is this 
type of person. When I had reservations 
more than a decade ago about Thầy’s 
plan to establish this Institute in 
Germany Sr. Song Nghiem and other 
brothers and sisters were keen to push 
ahead and put the plan into action. She 
is a spiritual warrior who continually 
gives and organizes retreats throughout 
the world. 

Thầy gave her the monastic name 
“Song”, because she had taken a great 
bodhisattva vow. “Song” means paral-
lel, two ways. Her practice is the bodhi-
sattva path of helping herself and others 
to transform their sorrow and suffering. 
Before she became a nun, Sr. Song 

1 EIAB wishes to express our deep gratitude to 
Ms. Sarah Monks for her loving editing work. 
Our deep thanks, too, to all who helped with 
translating and transcribing the talks of The 
Path of the Bodhisattva Retreat in Thailand 
2018, on which this article is based.

2 The Bodhisattva Doctrine in Buddhist Sanskrit 
Literature, by Har Dayal, Motilal Banarsidass 
Publishers, Delhi  :: Patna :: Vanarasi, First 
Published 1932, Reprint 1970, P9

Nghiem organized a local sangha in 
Germany for many years and helped to 
bring many people into the Dharma.  
She organized trips to Plum Village, 
spending her own money to rent the 
bus if people were unable to pay. That 
is what we mean when we call someone 
a bodhisattva. 

There have been many different trans-
lations and interpretations of the term 
“bodhisattva” over the past 150 or so 
years by modern Buddhist scholars. 
But, from an historical perspective, it is 
very clear that a bodhisattva is a spiri-
tual warrior. This is different from tra-
ditions where people are satisfied just to 
have and enjoy peace; to abide in this 
peace and do nothing else. To be a 
bodhisattva is to train so that our mind 
becomes immense and vast, spacious. 
We walk on a very wide road, an im-
mense path, because of this vast mind.

During the time of the Buddha, as well 
as after the Buddha passed away, there 
were many different perspectives, ideas 
and opinions about what it means to 
have and to practice a spiritual life. 
Does a spiritual life mean withdrawing 
to a remote part of the world – say, a 
forest or jungle – to live the rest of our 
life there? Does it mean avoiding soci-
ety, finding a hut and just living the rest 
of our life in isolation? Or does a spiri-
tual life mean we engage with society; 
help to construct and build society so 
that it can become better and more 
beautiful?  All of these different ideas 
and opinions are reflected in the 
Buddhist community. People see the 
Buddha as a model for their ideal. But 
the Buddha was very quiet.  Most of the 
time, he just sat there without saying 
anything. He has kept silent for 2,500 
years! Only his students speak. And we 

speak in different languages about dif-
ferent kinds of models. So, there is this 
model called the “bodhisattva path”, 
that is, of being a spiritual warrior.

To be a bodhisattva is to train so that 
our mind becomes immense and vast; 
spacious. We walk on a very wide road, 
an immense path, because of this vast 
mind. Chinese people create temples 
that are so big, vast. In the early 2000s, 
I went with Thầy to China and we vis-
ited many temples. They are huge. It 
takes a long time to walk from the gate 
all the way to the stupa, which is usu-
ally about a kilometer from the 
entrance.  

Why did the Chinese create such huge 
temples? It is because they have this 
ideal of the bodhisattva. Everything is 
created with vastness. But no matter 
how vast, it still cannot reflect the 
vastness, the greatness of the bodhisat-
tva path. That was also the idea behind 
the world’s tallest Buddha statues at 
Bamiyan, Afghanistan, which dated 
back to the sixth century AD.3 They 
were part of Mahayana Buddhism’s 
northern spread from India. Vastness is 
the quality of a bodhisattva. We do not 
think small; we do not remain in a hut. 
Our hands, our feet are everywhere.

We need courage to go into such vast-
ness. So, the practice of the bodhisattva 
is to transform the limitedness and 
smallness of the little self by going into 
the vastness of unlimited space, unlim-
ited time. That is the psychological ef-
fect of walking on the bodhisattva path. 
Everything is so big. 

3 The Bamiyan statues were dynamited and de-
stroyed by the Taliban in 2001
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The Amitabha Buddha is called 
“Unlimited Light and Lifespan”. In a 
past life, Amitabha Buddha had been a 
bodhisattva. His vow was: “I will not 
become a Buddha until all living beings 
have been saved; have been rescued 
and brought to the other shore, to en-
lightenment.”  We do not call him a 
bodhisattva anymore. Now we call him 
a Buddha, Amitabha Buddha.  What 
does that mean?  It means that his vow 
has been realized, which means we 
have been saved!  We, now, are a 
Buddha. Can you believe that? That is 
Mahayana teaching, Pure Land teach-
ing. Do you have a mind big enough, 
vast enough, immense enough to accept 
the fact you are a Buddha now?  It is a 
very difficult fact to accept.  And that is 
why there was a struggle between 
Buddhism’s Hinayana and Mahayana 
traditions. The Hinayana say: “What?  
You are a Buddha?  How can that be?  
No… you cannot be.  You still have 
sadness; you still have anger, depres-
sion. How can you be a Buddha now?”  
But the Mahayana teaching is: “Yes, 
you are a Buddha now.” Do you see the 
two different attitudes, perspectives?  

To walk on the bodhisattva path is to 
accept the fact that we are, in essence, 
already a Buddha even though we still 
have a lot of difficulty, anger, sadness 
and depression. That is the teaching of 
the Mahayana. The problem is that 
when you say you are a Buddha, you 
have to live up to the Buddha quality 
you have! This quality demands vast-
ness, spaciousness, un-limitedness 
within you. Your mind is not small; 
your mind is not petty. You train your-
self to be immersed in this quality of 
vastness and immensity of mind. 

One of our Dharma teachers, Thầy Pháp 
Kính, was given this gatha when he 
received his Lamp Transmission last 
year: 

Ten thousand dharmas return 
and take refuge in one Dharma 

The light shining brightly reflects 
the mirror of true suchness 

The late moon has risen deep in 
the sky 

The path of going and returning 
is very wide

The practice of the vow to 
liberate all living beings 

is as numerous as the grains of 
sand filling the Milky Way 4

The gatha is about the vow of a bodhi-
sattva, which is to realize that 10,000 
dharmas manifest in one Dharma; that 
all is contained in one and one is con-
tained in all. The practice of the bodhi-
sattva is to make our mind vast and 
spacious. The practice is very simple. It 
is to learn to let go; to go back to our 
self, learn to be with our self, feel our 
self, let the energy sink down, take root 
into our self.  

Just say someone makes a remark that 
is not very nice. If we can take root in 
our self, feel our body as much as pos-
sible; train to have our mind as vast and 
spacious as the universe and to let those 
unkind words fall into this empty space, 

4 Thích Chân Pháp Kính  
(Bùi Đức Tân, Tâm Giác Minh)

Vạn pháp quay về nương một Pháp
Chiếu soi rạng rỡ Kính Chân Như

Trăng khuya vằng vặc trời phương ngoại
Rộng nẻo đi về nguyện hà sa

Retreat ‘The Path of the Bodhisattva’ in Thailand, 2018

From right to left: Sr. Pho Nghiem, Sr. Song Nghiem, Thay Phap Kinh, Thay Phap An, Thay Phap Kham
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then we have the capacity to embrace 
them. If our mind is small, then we will 
react to those little words.  

When we practice, imagine that the 
mind needs to be opened up; expanded 
as much as possible so that it is like 
empty space. The body has to be as 
solid as possible. We need to lower the 
energy of the body and sink it down; 
we need to take root into the earth and 
to have a very strong base on the 
ground. With the mind, we practice 
emptiness. With the body, we practice 
with real things. The mind has to be 
empty and the body has to be solid.  

That is how we train ourselves on the 
path of the bodhisattva: sink the body 
and open the mind. We train when we 
listen to someone saying something 
and do not react. We return to our body, 
feel our body and sink the energy 
down. We listen very deeply. Whatever 
that person says enters into our mind as 
if it is entering into empty space, vast 
and open. This vast and open space 
contains the words that we receive. We 

listen very deeply; we do not react. We 
listen very attentively and understand 
every word, and feel the pain, the sor-
row in that expression or feel the joy, 
the happiness in that expression. 
Feeling everything, we do not react. We 
return to the body and sink the energy 
down.

There was a friend in our Dharma dis-
cussion group at a recent retreat who 
has known Plum Village for four years 
now. She said that it was amazing be-
cause in the past she used to get angry 
very often whenever someone said 
something. But now, she said, it is rare 
that anyone can make her angry. Then 
she laughed and said: “Well, that’s what 
I feel but don’t try it on me.” There is a 
transformation; there is a healing in 
her. She is able to empty her mind and 
to receive whatever people say. When 
we are able to do that then we create a 
mirror called “true suchness”.  

In Zen circles in Vietnam, there is a 
saying: “Hồ đến hiện Hồ; Hán đến hiện 
Hán”. “Hồ” refers to barbarian invaders 

from the north of China. The phrase 
means that when uncultured, uncivi-
lized barbarians come from the north, 
let them be “Hồ”.  Let them be barbarian. 
We do not judge them in any way. 
“Hán” is the main ethnic group of 
China. When the Hán - the civilized, 
cultured people - come, let them be so. 
In other words, “When the barbarians 
come, let them be barbarians; when the 
civilized people come, let them be civi-
lized.” That is called the mirror of true 
suchness.  

When “Ten thousand dharmas return 
and take refuge in one Dharma”, this 
“mirror of true suchness” is reflecting, 
shining on everything that is manifest-
ing. Whatever comes, we welcome it. 
That is the path of the bodhisattva. We 
do not judge anyone. The path is very 
vast, very wide. We have the capacity to 
receive all.  And that is called Mahayana 
– “the Great Vehicle”. We do not have 
selection criteria. We do not say: “Come 
onto this vehicle when you have this 
condition or that condition”.  No. The 
path is very big. The path does not have 

Vesak Retreat at the EIAB
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any kind of condition attached. “If you 
want to come into my vehicle, please 
come.  You don’t need a ticket. You 
don’t need any kind of condition to 
enter into my vehicle.”  

Our mind goes beyond the tendency to 
discriminate between one category of 
people and another. If we see a child, 
we join our hands and, with all our re-
spect, we bow to that child as if he or 
she is a Buddha. When we see an old 
person, we join our hands and, with all 
our respect, we bow to that person as if 
we bow to a Buddha.  We can see that 
he or she – anyone that we meet in our 
life – is a Buddha. 

Last year, we gave a retreat in Thailand. 
People there are very respectful of 
monks and nuns. It is part of Thai cul-
ture. Whenever I came across workers 
in the grounds of the hotel where we 
held the retreat, they stopped what they 
were doing and bowed to me with all 
their sincerity. I joined my hands and 
with all my sincerity bowed back to 
them because they are a Buddha, too. 

Not only monks and nuns are Buddhas. 
Everyone is a Buddha. Actually, they 
are more “Buddha” than me because 
they have to withstand a lot of hardship. 
I have a really easy job and they have a 
very hard job.  So, with all my respect I 
bow to them and feel a lot of love for 
them. Thanks to such people, our soci-
ety is maintained. Thanks to people like 
them we have food. They cultivate the 
land and do a lot of hard work under 
the heat of the sun to build beautiful 
structures like the hotel we were in. I 
feel a lot of gratefulness for the food 
and service they offer. I treasure it very 
much and love them very much. 

With this attitude, we receive the posi-
tive energy of the path of the bodhisat-
tva.  We do not feel any kind of sadness; 
we do not feel any kind of depression 
because, with whatever we touch, we 
see the reality that life reflects so beau-
tifully the full manifestation of life. 
When we get in touch with this, we feel 
positive all the time. We feel so lucky, 
so blessed to have this life. Everything 

we receive is a miracle. From the small-
est thing on the ground to the biggest 
thing in the stars, they all reflect this 
wondrous life. Anything we touch be-
comes sacred. That is why, in 
Vietnamese, the word “mirror” also 
means respect, reverence.  

When we are able to practice full re-
spect and reverence for life, everything 
reflects its true nature to us. When we 
respect the other person, at the same 
time we respect our self. There is this 
sense of mirroring.  Whenever our mind 
is vast and it reflects the whole reality, 
the true suchness, we will see the mira-
cle of life and we have full respect for 
whatever is manifested.  

In Thầy Pháp Kính’s transmission gatha, 
the phrase: “The late moon has risen 
and stands low in the sky” is an image 
for deep wisdom.  Deep wisdom has the 
capacity to take us to the other space – 
the space outside the space.  Deep wis-
dom has the capacity to liberate us so 
that we do not become trapped in this 
world.  We go beyond this world.  We 
touch eternity. We touch the greatness, 
the un-limitedness.  And that is the 
purpose of a spiritual life. It is to have 
this wisdom.  

This wisdom helps us go beyond our 
limitations as a human with a limited 
life span. Sometimes we suffer very 
much because we think that we live 
only for 70 or 80 years. But once we 
have this wisdom, and we see the re-
flection of reality deeply in every aspect 
of our life, we are able to enter into a 
place called “space outside of space”, 
that is, unlimited space. 

The language is very interesting “space 
outside of space”; “time outside of 
time”, that is, to go beyond time, to go 
beyond space. This wisdom has the ca-
pacity to liberate us from the feeling of 
being trapped in this body, being 
trapped in this lifetime, being small, 
being limited. This wisdom is the gem, 
the jewel of the Buddhist tradition. And 
that is what we practice in order to at-
tain. It has the capacity to liberate us, to 
help us enter into the realm outside of 

space, the realm outside of time, which 
is the ultimate reality, freedom.  That is 
the purpose of a spiritual life; the fruit 
of a bodhisattva path.  

Practicing the bodhisattva path, we will 
go beyond these limitations, enter into 
the realm of True Dharma, the Great 
Dharma, as represented by the story 
“Entering the Dharma Realm”.  In the 
Avatamsaka Sutra, a young man called 
Sudhana sought out 53 teachers - lay 
teachers as well as monastic teachers - 
to ask: “What is the deepest meaning of 
reality; what is true reality”?5 He en-
tered into a vast domain of mind; im-
mense, great. 

Once we enter this “Dharmakaya realm” 
we have the capacity to liberate our 
limitedness and to see that we are not 
less than the universe. We are the trees, 
the animals, the sky; we are the stars, 
we are the earth. We are all. It is because 
of our mental construction that we limit 
ourselves to see that this body is “me”; 
“I am this body”. No. I am beyond this 
body. I am all. All is contained in one. 
All life is contained in my life.  One is 
contained in all.  My life is contained in 
all life. 

“The practice of the vow to liberate all 
living beings is as numerous as the 
grains of sand filling the Milky Way.” 
That is a lot of sand!  Immeasurable!  
My vow is as great as that number of 
grains of sand.  As long as there is any 
living being that is still suffering, I am 
determined to help them; not to remain 
in my hut but step out to lead retreats 
and to invite people to Germany.  

So, the psychological effect of the 
bodhisattva path is to help us have this 
great mind, immense mind, vast mind; 
to touch unlimited space; to touch un-
limited time and to go beyond our 
smallness, our pettiness, our limitation.  
That is the path of the bodhisattva.  

Thầy Pháp Ấn

5 We sometimes see a little boy with a statue of 
Guanyin. In Sanskrit his name is Sudhana
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Bells

If there is one thing that belongs to 
global spirituality it is the sound of the 
bell. Throughout the world the sound of 
the bell brings people back to the spiri-
tual dimension.

Once I was standing in our Buddhist 
nunnery with two Catholic nuns. The 
monastery bell rang out and I stopped 
talking. The two nuns were not sur-
prised at all. They told me that in their 
convent the bell was rung every hour 
and at that time all the nuns would stop 
what they were doing and recollect that 
they were in the presence of God.

How in our busy daily life can we have 
the opportunity to stop running and 
come back to the present moment? God 
is always present. It is we who have 
wandered off somewhere forgetting to 
be there for God.

When I was a child, the nuns in the 
convent school rang the Angelus bell at 
six in the morning, midday and six in 
the evening. The whole school would 
gather at midday and recite the prayers. 
Moreover every class began and ended 
with prayer. The intention was that the 
pupils’ daily routine would be imbued 
with spirituality, but too often the 
prayers became an outer form with no 
real spiritual content.

“The Angelus” (Millet, 1859) is a famous 
painting. Here you see a peasant man 
and woman standing in prayer at dusk, 
in a field where they have been digging 
potatoes. When the artist was asked 
whether he painted the scene out of 
piety, he replied that he was not reli-
gious. It was a scene he remebered from 
his chidlhood. A happy childhood 

memory. While they were working in 
the fields and the Angelus bell rang out 
his grandmother would remind him to 
stop what he was doing and pray for the 
souls of the departed. It is a part of our 
culture that we have forgotten.

One time when Thích Nhất Hạnh was in 
Prague he heard the Angelus bell. The 
sound was pure and clear and it called 
up in him the spirituality of ancient 
Europe. In France and Germany we 
practise walking meditation around 
midday and when we hear the church 
bells we stop walking and listen deeply 
to the sound in order not to need to 
think about anything but just be fully 
present. In France we sometimes hear 
the sound of bells coming from three 
different directions from three churches 
in the same area. We do not pray in 
words but allow the sound of the bell 
and the silence of our mind to renew us. 
Apart from us Buddhist monks and 
nuns and the lay people who come and 
stay with us, i have not seen the villag-
ers stop as they used to do many years 
ago, But fortunately the bell is still 
rung. That is a grace. We need bells to 
remind us to stop and enjoy the fact 
that we are alive. If not we could be 
running all day long until the end of 
our life and then we may regret that we 
do not allow our self to enjoy the pre-
cious moments that life has to offer.

The sound of the bell is an important 
part of the practice of mindfulness. It 
helps us stop our actions of body, 
speech and thinking that is always 
running into the future or going back 
into the past. It helps us to be truly 
present with our body and mind no 
longer in two different places. The bell 

says: “Stop, breathe and enjoy being 
alive.”

Not all of us live near a church or a 
monastery. So we need ersatz bells. If 
you work on the computer, you can 
programme the sound of the bell on to 
the computer to help you stop and 
breathe mindfully. Your breathing will 
renew your body and mind. You can 
close your eyes and give all your atten-
tion to your in- and out- breath as you 
listen to the sound of the bell.

Every time your telephone rings, rather 
than answer straightaway, you can en-
joy one, two or three in- and out-
breaths in order to be in the presence of 
God, before you reply, so that your 
voice on the phone will be reassuring 
and kind. 

In Buddhism we say the sound of the 
bell brings us back to our true home. In 
Christianity we say the sound of the bell 
brings us into the presence of God. 
There is really no difference between 
the feeling of being at home in our 
body and mind and the feeling of being 
in the presence of God. They are just 
different words describing the same 
thing. Our conscious breathing is im-
portant to help us stop and be in the 
presence of God.

After a while whenever you hear a bell 
you will automatically come back to 
yourself and be aware of the breath in 
your body. In order to pray our mind 
needs to be very still. Conscious breath-
ing helps us still our mind and empty it 
of unnecessary thinking.

(An extract from the book Sister Chan Duc  
is writing about Mindfulness for Christians.)
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Opening Our Hearts  
 by Taking Root In Ourselves

There was a deep and rich sharing 

of spiritual traditions when, in 

May, Fr. Mariano Bubbico, an 

Italian Capuchin Franciscan priest, 

hosted visiting EIAB monastics for 

an “open evening” with Catholics. 

They met in the Parish of Mary 

Immaculate of the Capuchin 

Friars, in the southeastern city of 

Bari. 

Amid ongoing divisions in Italy 

and elsewhere over accepting 

migrants, a central theme was 

openness towards others. EIAB’s 

Director of Studies, Thay Phap An 

– who fled Vietnam as a refugee 

40 years ago and was resettled in 

the US “thanks to Christians there” 

– introduced the Buddhist practice 

of opening our hearts by taking 

root in ourselves. The other 

speakers were EIAB’s Sr. Song 

Nghiem and Benedictine nun Sr. 

Manuela Scheiba, from Berlin.1

Fr. Mariano 

We need openness

This evening we have the honor of 
welcoming a Buddhist monk, Thay 
Phap An, and Buddhist sisters accom-
panying him from the European 
Institute of Applied Buddhism (EIAB), 
in Germany. 

1 Caritas describes itself as “the helping hand of 
the (Catholic) Church – reaching out to the 
poor, vulnerable and excluded, regardless of 
race or religion, to build a world based on 
justice and fraternal love.” It was founded in 

1897 in Germany. https://www.caritas.org/
who-we-are/ accessed 24 June 2019

For a recent talk in Italy, EIAB’s Thay Phap An drew spiritual inspiration from the olive trees 

that thrive there. Below ground, he observed, their roots are deep and stable. Above ground, 

olive trees are flexible; their branches open out. When artist Josephine Cheng, of Hong 

Kong’s Golden Moment Sangha, set out to create an illustration for this article, her first 

thought was: “What does an olive tree look like?” What started as a technical challenge 

evolved, with each stroke, into what she describes as “an outpouring of deep compassionate 

love, gratitude, tranquility, and oneness of being with universal love”.  The result –  

a shimmering work of light – radiates the spiritual beauty of the olive tree. 
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Some people ask me: “Why do you 

arrange this type of meeting?” 

In today’s world, coming together in 
this way is not just important, it is es-

sential! Since the beginning of this 
century, we have been encountering 
people in this parish – whether we in-
tend to or not – who think differently to 
us, have a different culture as well as a 
different religion. 

For example, there are many women 
who come from Romania, Georgia, or 
the Ukraine. I ask myself: “Do you, who 
belong to a Catholic Christian house, 
make an occasional attempt to approach 
them, to meet them?” No, we all keep to 
ourselves. This is a difficult subject: 
living together whilst to all intents and 
purpose not living together. 

Today, everyone has his or her own 
identity. I am a Catholic, I am a 
Christian, I am a Capuchin Franciscan. 
I have my Italian culture. But to lock 
ourselves away in this small world is 
very dangerous 

As we know from psychology and so-
ciology, those who behave in this way 
fall into subjectivism not only in their 
personal sphere but also on other levels 
that lead towards isolating sub-cultures. 
There are people whose eyes are focused 
solely on their own territory. Today, we 
need openness more than ever. 

Learning from Buddhism

Having had contact with Buddhism, I 
am learning a great many good things 
from it. I have come to know the writ-
ings of the great Zen Buddhist monk 
from Vietnam Thich Nhat Hanh, who 
has written many books. 

During the war in his country, he had 
the courage to leave his monastery and 
go to the US with a request to address 
Congress. He said, he would ride his 
bike round and round the Capitol 
Building until he was given the chance 
to speak there. Finally, they agreed to 
listen to him. Then Thich Nhat Hanh 
went to France, in the vicinity of 
Bordeaux, where he founded a commu-
nity called Plum Village. 

This evening, we have people here from 
the Plum Village tradition and a chance 

Above you can see the monastic guests from the EIAB with their host Brother Mariano 

Bubbico in Bari. The previous evening, Brother Mariano had organised a meditative sharing 

with members of the local Catholic community. Just like the Buddha, Saint Francis of Assisi, 

the founder of the Franciscan order, gave up a life of riches as a young man to live in 

poverty and simplicity. He devoted his life to prayer and helping the poor. 
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to listen to them. We shall also hear 
some words from our sister, Sr. Manuela, 
who teaches about spiritual life and is a 
Benedictine. She, too, is interested in 
contact with this group of Buddhist 
monks and nuns.

Thầy Pháp Ấn

The love of Christian people

Fr. Mariano is a very beautiful father 
with so much openness. I find Italian 
people, too, are very kind and 
open-hearted. One of our sisters went to 
the market today to buy food; all the 
shopkeepers reduced their prices or just 
gave her food. Sr. Song Nghiem said 
that perhaps the people of this country 
are so kind because they have a long 
tradition of Christianity. 

We just had a retreat for more than 40 
Italian friends. We had a wonderful 
time together – so many open hearts, so 
much loving and caring. I am very sure 
this is the fruit of Christian practice in 
this country. 

During and after the war in Vietnam, 
the Vietnamese people received a lot of 
help from Christian practitioners. 
Coming here, we met a lady who said 
that, about 30 years ago, she sponsored 

In May, members of the EIAB monastic Sangha travelled to the ‘heel’ of the Italian ‘boot’, the region of Apulia, to offer a retreat for more 

than forty Italian practitioners. It was held in the picturesque city of Torre Canne on the Italian Adriatic coast. Above you can see the 

retreat participants listening attentively to a Dharma talk by Thay Phap An.

some Vietnamese refugees through 
Caritas.

In 1979, when I was 16 years old, I 
became a refugee, too. I was under 
fierce personal attack at my school for 
being an anti-revolutionary after I re-
fused to join the communist youth 
union, having previously been keen to 
join. My change of heart was because I 
had discovered a secret plan by the 
government to mobilize for another war 
(against Cambodia). Members of the 
communist youth union were to be 
immediately called up for military ser-
vice and sent to the front. My father 
arranged for my escape and I became 
one of hundreds of thousands of 
Vietnamese boat people risking their 
lives at sea for a chance to live some-
where else. After eight months in a 
refugee camp in Malaysia I was spon-
sored to America, thanks to Christians 
there. 

So, when the lady said Caritas in Italy 
sponsored Vietnamese refugees, it 
touched me very deeply. I recalled how, 
40 years ago, I was also sponsored by 
the love of Christian people. The prac-
tice of charity, of opening up to receive 
others and to help them in their difficult 
moments, has a long tradition in the 
Christian tradition. This Christian prac-

tice of love is something we all should 
learn. 

Practicing love in Buddhism

In Buddhism, we also try to practice 
love. In our Mahayana tradition, a 
practitioner is called a bodhisattva. 
“Bodhi” means awakening or under-
standing; insight. It also embodies love 
because how can you have understand-
ing without love? And how can you 
have love without understanding? 
“Sattva” is a being, a human being. So, 
the word “bodhisattva” means a being 
who has understanding, who has love 
in his or her heart. 

A bodhisattva has a mind we call 
“bodhicitta”. “Citta” means the mind. So 
“bodhicitta” means the mind of love or 
the mind of understanding. A bodhisat-
tva is someone who aspires to cultivate 
this mind of love and understanding. 
According to that definition, I can say 
there are many bodhisattvas in Caritas! 

In the Buddhist tradition, to cultivate 
love and understanding we learn to go 
back to our self. If we cannot return to 
our self, take root into our self, then 
when difficult situations arise, they can 
blow us away. That is why learning to 
take root into our self; to come back to 
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our self; to feel solid and stable in our 
self, is a very important practice for a 
bodhisattva. 

The olive tree – a spiritual teacher

Whenever I think of Italy, I feel con-
nected to the olive tree. So does Sr. 
Song Nghiem, whose ordination family 
name is “The Olive Trees”! Olive trees 
are so beautiful. As a college student in 
Texas I often went to Catholic services 
and listened to readings from the Bible. 
I learnt that olive trees are part of 
Christianity’s landscape. Before his ar-
rest, Jesus is said to have prayed in a 
grove of olive trees at the foot of the 
Mount of Olives. In the Old Testament, 
the dove that flew to Noah’s Ark carried 
an olive leaf. 

I have travelled to Jerusalem and other 
parts of the Mediterranean. But never I 
have seen olive trees quite so magnifi-

cent as those here in the Puglia region.2 
The roots are so thick and solid. The 
trunks twist and turn into extraordinary 
forms and I have been told that some of 
the trees are hundreds of years old yet 
still bear fruit. 

We can learn a lot from the olive tree. 
Below ground, its roots are very solid 
and stable; they hold the tree securely 
in place during storms. Above ground, 
the tree is very flexible. It moves with 
the wind and takes on different shapes. 

I look upon the Italian people as the 
natural sons and daughters of the same 

2 The Puglia region, of which Bari is the capital, 
has an estimated 60 million olive trees and 

produces 40% of Italy’s olive oil. https://
www.thethinkingtraveller.com/thinkpug-
lia/guide-to-puglia/geography-of-puglia/
a-carpet-of-olive-trees.aspx accessed 25 
June 2019

earth that produced the olive tree. To 
me, they are just as deeply rooted yet 
flexible and adaptable; open to change 
in their environment. 

We are very fortunate that the 70-plus 
years since the end of World War Two 
have been relatively peaceful. But polit-
ical and other developments in the 
world today suggest that humanity is 
heading in a very dangerous direction. 
The number of people fleeing war, per-
secution and conflict exceeded 70 mil-
lion in 2018, the highest level in almost 
70 years, according to the UNHCR, the 
UN’s refugee agency.3

3 UNHCR press release issued 19 June 2019. 

https://www.unhcr.org/news/press/2019/ 
6/5d03b22b4/worldwide-displace-
ment-tops-70-million-un-refugee- 
chief-urges-greater-solidarity.html ac-
cessed 26 June 2019

Golden sand and pure water create a beautiful, nourishing setting for walking meditation during the retreat in Torre Canne.
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More than ever we need to return to our 
self, to take root deeply into our self, so 
that we can be at peace; we can be 
happy, and we can be joyful with our 
self. 

Another major challenge of our times is 
information overload. There is so much 
we need to know for our work and life. 
If we cannot return to our self and take 
root there; if we are swept away by a 
flood of news, views and information, 
then there is a lot of confusion. We do 
not have the clarity we need in our 
mind to make decisions. And if just one 
individual cannot make a clear decision 
then the whole society is affected. 

Taking root in our self

In Buddhism the practice of taking root 
deeply and opening our mind is called 
“returning to the island within oneself”. 
It is the teaching the Buddha gave to his 
students and disciples on the day he 
passed away. The Buddha said that the 

world is impermanent; change and 
dissolution are the nature of all phe-
nomena. He urged his followers to take 
care of themselves and return to the 
island within. When we are able to re-
turn to our self, we are able to face all 
the difficulties in our lives. 

The practice is quite simple. We listen to 
the sound of a bell; we stop everything 
we are doing, and we return to our self. 
I am lucky that, in a Christian country 
like Italy, there are so many church 
bells! Perhaps in the old days, listening 
to the church bell was a chance for 
Christians remind themselves of the 
presence of God. Anyway, I use the 
sound of church bells in Italy to remind 
myself to recognize my in-breath and 
out-breath, to feel my body and to 
relax. 

Returning to our self is very necessary 
because our consciousness tends to 
project outwards. We are busy with one 
thing after another. If we do not return 

to our self, this busyness becomes a 
habit energy that sweeps us away, no 
matter how strong our roots. We need 
to be intelligent and skillful about 
finding a way to return to our self in the 
middle of a sea of information; a wave 
of interactions. We need to stay deeply 
rooted like the olive tree. 

What happens when we allow our 
consciousness to project outward is that 
our mind narrows. It becomes trapped 
in a domain where it thinks of itself as 
a separate self with individual needs 
that must be met and protected. This 
grasping at separateness limits our 
ability to open our hearts to others. We 
lose our true self and the capacity to see 
the totality of life. 

The moment we listen to the sound of 
the bell, return to our self, feel our self, 
take root in our self, we stop grasping 
at the notion of a separate self. We learn 
to open up our consciousness again. At 
the same time, our mind becomes empty 

Warm smiles and happy faces could be seen as the retreat participants gathered together with the EIAB monastic Sangha and 

Benedictine nun Sister Manuela Scheiba from Berlin for a farewell photo in Torre Canne. ‘We had a wonderful time together’ said 

Thay Phap An, ‘So many open hearts, so much love and care.’ Alongside him (above, left) is Sister Song Nghiem and to her left is 

Sister Trang Hien Ngoc. To the right of Thay Phap An is Sister Bieu Nghiem.
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and clear. Thanks to this clarity of 
mind, we can be very flexible. 

Room for all 

Being able to see the totality of life does 
not mean we lose our self. Not at all. 
Because our roots are strong, we con-
tinue to be our self. We never have to 
fear, for example, that an olive tree’s 
flexibility means that one day it will 
turn itself into a rose bush! Its roots are 
so strong and deep that its identity is 
secure. It can happily grow with roses 
in the same garden. Flexibility is what 
gives the olive tree its capacity to thrive 
while accepting other trees or bushes. 

I remember a beautiful saying from the 
Bible: “In my Father’s house are many 
mansions.”4 That, in the Christian tradi-
tion, is the quality of the Father; that is 
the quality of heaven – to be able to 
accommodate differences. 

The wisdom of having many rooms in a 
great mansion is also the wisdom of 
Buddhism. In Buddhism, we express it a 
little differently, but the idea is the 
same. It is that we inter-are. “Inter-are” 
means I cannot exist without the other. 
For example, I inter-am with the air, 
because without the air I would not be 
able to live. 

The energy of love, the energy of com-
passion is the main practice of the 
Christian tradition. As mentioned, 
many Vietnamese refugees were saved 
by the love of Christians. Indeed, I be-
lieve that our Bodhisattva of Great 
Compassion manifests in the Christian 
tradition, too, through such efforts! 

The energy of love also embodies the 
Buddhist teaching of inter-being. Why 
do we love the other? Because we love 
ourselves; because “the other” is, in 
fact, our self. For example, the air is me, 
that is why I love the air. I inter-am 
with the air so it is very natural for me 
to feel so much love for the air. We all 
depend on each other in order to live 
our lives on this earth. For example, I 

4 John 14:2, King James Bible

love the olive tree very much. But the 
olive tree is not, in essence, something 
outside of me, I inter-am with the olive 
tree. So, love is something that develops 
very naturally when we see that the 
other is also our self. To protect the 
other is also to protect our self. 

Christianity and Buddhism are both 
clear that there is enough “space” to 
accommodate all differences. But I 
think people are slowly, slowly losing 
this insight in our modern time. We 
have become individuals in such a 
shallow way that we are losing our 
roots and, as a result, feel insecure. True 
individualism is to return to the strength 
of our roots, to retain our identity in 
such a way that we are open for the 
other. 

I am so happy to be here with Fr. 
Mariano. I do not see any “difference” 
between us, and I believe deeply that Fr. 
Mariano does not either. The Buddha’s 
teaching is very much like Jesus’ teach-
ing. Both were responding to the suffer-
ing of their times. Both emphasised the 
need for compassion, the need to love 
oneself as well as the other. 

Fr. Mariano

Richness in diversity

This talk is a demonstration of the 
richness that lies in diversity. As I was 
listening to Br. Phap An, I recognized 
many ideas and practices I have as a 
Christian, and which he expressed in a 
different form. 

This book, Teaching on Love, by Thich 
Nhat Hanh, has given me the opportu-
nity to deepen my understanding of 
love and compassion. 

We Christians talk a lot about love. But 
we do not always allow it to penetrate 
our hearts. I know people over 60 who 
still hate their father and mother, who 
do not love animals. This book, this 
teaching about love, is a method. For 
this reason, it is wonderful for me to 
meet a Buddhist, because what I live in 
spirit, you live in practice. In the bell, 

too, we can see what riches can be 
found in such a simple thing. 

We now invite Sr. Song Nghiem to join 
us.

Sr. Song Nghiem

Suffering and meditation

A friend in the audience has just asked 
is it possible through meditation to 
learn to manage our deep suffering; our 
deep sorrow? The answer is “yes”, we 
can meditate upon our suffering and 
transform it. 

Vietnam is a very poor land that has 
experienced a lot of suffering. As broth-
er Phap An has shared, he escaped 
Vietnam as a refugee and eventually 
became a monk, a very peaceful monk. 
If you look at me, you may think that I 
am a joyful nun, a very happy nun. But 
you do not know that I also had a lot of 
suffering because of the war. 

I was born in 1953 and have lived my 
whole life with the war and its conse-
quences. In 1979, my sisters, brothers, 
their families and other relatives es-
caped from Vietnam as boat people. But 
my family did not have the good fortune 
of Thay Phap An’s family. I lost 60 rel-
atives on the high seas. Now I have only 
my mother and my brother. All the 
others died. I never found out exactly 
what happened, but I lost them all. If I 
did not have the practice of meditation, 
I do not think I could be a happy nun 
right now. Through meditation I can 
understand that life consists of suffer-
ing. We cannot avoid it. But we can 
accept it and make the best of our life, 
to live happily for our self and for 
others. 

Put the flames out, first

Even now, living in a monastery, there 
are times when I suffer. I still have a lot 
of emotions, and life does not always 
go according to expectations or hopes. 
For example, some days ago I had a 
very strong emotion. I was very angry 
over something one of my sisters did 
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and I made myself and those around me 
unhappy. But I said to myself: “This is 
an opportunity, a chance for me to 
practice. I’m not upset that I still get 
angry even after practicing as a nun for 
15 years. And I don’t feel that anger is 
a bad thing. This is an opportunity for 
me to sit down, to come back to myself, 
to practice and to see if my practice still 
works.”

So, I just returned to my breath; felt my 
abdomen and felt my breath, as Br. 
Phap An described earlier. After a while 
I could feel that my anger was not so 
strong as before. After calming myself, 
I asked myself where the anger came 
from, why did it manifest? I found out 
that its origin lay partly in jealousy and 
that the jealousy came from my mother. 
She used to behave like this. So now I 
must practice for her, too, because she 
did not have the chance. As a nun, I do 
have the chance to practice and to 
transform the seeds of jealousy in my 
family. 

When we experience strong emotions 
like anger there is a fire within us. But 
if we have a fire in our house, is it wise 

to look for the one who started it or it 
is better, first, to extinguish the flames. 
Usually we do not act in the wise way, 
but I am very happy I succeeded that 
day in putting out the flames first. 
Afterwards, I did not blame the other 
person for causing my anger, my jeal-
ousy. Rather, I saw that I had those 
seeds in me from my ancestors. It meant 
that I did not have to blame the other. I 
could still be happy with the other. 

Be aware of our emotions

What I just said may sound easy, but it 
is not. This is because you must first be 
very aware of your emotions, of your 
feelings. If you are not, you can plunge 
deeper into your difficult situation and 
make things worse.

Whenever you have even a tiny uncom-
fortable feeling during the day, you 
must right away ask yourself: “What is 
this?” If possible, return to yourself, to 
breathe and stop before you react. 

In the situation I just described, I was 
very mindful. Therefore, when my sister 
did something and I had an uncomfort-

able feeling I stopped right away. I did 
not react or say any strong words, but I 
immediately returned to myself and 
asked myself: “What is this?” and I 
found out: “This is anger.” And later I 
understood: “This is because of my 
jealousy”. After a few breaths – because 
I have practiced for 15 years now – I 
was able to find my calmness, my 
peace. Instead of reacting, I said: “Okay, 
now I have to take care of my jealousy; 
I have to take care of my peace.” 

Thay Phap An

The importance of “stopping”

There are many different types of med-
itation, but Buddhist meditation was 
specifically designed by the Buddha to 
help us transform our suffering. And 
what is the key aspect of Buddhist 
meditation? The Buddha realized that 
suffering does not happen at once but 
is a process. If we are not aware of this 
process, then suffering can accumulate 
and grow. That is why we, when we 
observe anything that causes an unsat-
isfactory, painful, or unpleasant feeling, 
we need to return to ourselves right 

Early morning sitting meditation on the beach
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away, as Sr. Song Nghiem has just de-
scribed. This capacity to return to any 
unpleasant feeling and take care of it is 
called “stopping”. 

Once suffering begins to manifest, 
though, it is very difficult to stop. It is 
because, by then, we have become so 
used to our suffering, and to expressing 
it, that it becomes a habit within us – 
and habit energy can be very powerful. 
To illustrate this, let me tell you a little 
story. A man was standing in the street 
when he saw a horse rush by, with a 
rider on its back. The man asked the 
rider: “Dear friend, you are going so 
fast? Where are you going” Before he 
could even finish his sentence the horse 
had galloped past. The rider turned 
around and replied: “I don’t know, ask 
the horse”. That is how difficult it is for 
us to take care of our habit energy. 

So, when we are able to develop our 
awareness and learn the capacity to 

stop, it is certainly possible to transform 
our suffering. “Stop” means being able 
to return to yourself, to take root within 
yourself and not to allow circumstances 
to carry you away, nor your conscious-
ness to project outwards and trap you 
in a particular event or experience. 

Why suffering arises

Once we are able to stop, we see and 
understand the nature of suffering. And 
what is that? The nature of suffering is 
that suffering happens when conditions 
are sufficient. When conditions are not 
sufficient, suffering does not happen. 
That is the Buddhist insight into suffer-
ing. When we have this insight we 
know we need, through our practice, to 
cultivate conditions in which suffering 
does not arise. 

Let us say, for example, someone 
smokes cigarettes. For one day, two 
days and so on, nothing happens. But 

after a long time, when conditions are 
sufficient, and perhaps because of the 
smoking habit, there is lung cancer. So, 
suffering comes through a process of 
accumulation, over time. If we under-
stand this insight, then we will see we 
need to cultivate good conditions in 
which suffering will not manifest. 

But as humans we have limitations. 
Many conditions are outside our con-
trol. We try our best then, whatever 
comes, we learnt to accept it completely, 
without resistance. We always try our 
best and if suffering continues to man-
ifest, we do not cause more suffering by 
blaming or judging our self. 

Cultivating good conditions 

We have a practice at Plum Village that 
helps take good care of our life so that 
conditions of suffering do not arise or 
manifest. It is called mindfulness train-
ing. You can find something called the 
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Five Mindfulness Trainings on the Plum 
Village website. If you lead your life 
according to the guidance of the Five 
Mindfulness Trainings, you will already 
reduce much suffering in your life. And 
if you have practiced everything that is 
possible to prevent suffering but suffer-
ing still comes, then open your heart 
and fully, completely accept it. Learn to 
be happy with it. 

The Buddha said that it is possible to 
transform our suffering and, in every 
circumstance, to look at life calmly with 
a lot of peace, love and acceptance. 
When we practice, for sure we will ex-
perience this. 

During a sharing at our retreat here in 
Bari, one friend said she had not con-
tacted her father for a long time but 
after practicing for one or two days she 
had the courage to call her father. She 
spoke to him with love in her heart. 
And we just finished a retreat at our 
Institute in Germany for a Hong Kong 
group. There was a mother who came 
with her adult son. They were only just 
beginning to speak after an estrange-
ment that had lasted six years. After 
practicing together for a few days, they 
were able to reconcile deeply. The 
mother, a retired medical doctor, said 
the Buddha’s teaching had made possi-
ble a healing miracle that no western 
medicine could have performed (also in 
this issue is a sharing by the mother, Dr. 
Chan Wan Tung, and her son Chan 
William Kwan Fai). 

Fr. Mariano 

The richness of diversity

This evening we have experienced the 
richness of diversity. There is no need to 
be afraid of the other. Rather, we should 
open ourselves to him or her. 

I would like to close with the experience 
of a Japanese teacher who teaches 
Italian in Japan. She felt a need to come 
to Italy because she said to herself: “I 
teach my students about Dante 
Alighieri, but what is this Italy I talk 
about really like?” So, she came to Italy 

and later wrote about her experiences: 
“In Italy I experienced and understood 
what ecumenism is. It is not some form 
of abstract tolerance, namely, that when 
I understand that you are different from 
me then, in order to meet you, I have to 
change something in myself, and only 
then can we become friends. If I want to 
make friends with those who are differ-
ent from me – in their tradition, religion 
– then, first, I have to understand 
myself.

Knowing others; becoming our self 

“I have to be clear about who I am,” the 
Japanese teacher wrote. “Who am I as a 
Japanese? Who am I as a Buddhist? 
Each of us needs to descend into the 
depths of our experience, to our cultural 
and religious roots. By coming to Italy, 
I have been able to see the beauty of 
Christianity. And this has helped me to 
look more deeply into my own experi-
ences as a Buddhist. There are people 
afraid to get too close to Buddhism or 
Islam because they think they will lose 
their Christianity. These people are 
weak. 

“The more I get to know others, the 
more I become myself. My life becomes 
richer. It is no coincidence that I ask my 
students of Italian culture to read Dante 
Alighieri, in his work the full beauty of 
Christianity finds expression. Do not 
forget this beauty. Because in the face 
of beauty we can all experience our-
selves as one, and as brothers and 
sisters.”

Our German sister would also like to say 
something. 

Sr. Manuela 

Good listeners, deep listeners

I come from a Benedictine monastery 
close to Berlin where we are a commu-
nity of 27 sisters. I first came to know 
nuns and monks from Thich Nhat 
Hanh’s community more than 10 years 
ago when I travelled with other sisters 
to the house in Berlin where they were 
staying. We discovered then that they 

were very good listeners, very deep 
listeners. 

We stood in front of the garden gate 
(the house had a wonderful garden) and 
a monk came out to open it. Suddenly, 
we heard the ring of a telephone from 
inside the house. The monk immediately 
stopped. He stood still instead of com-
ing to open the gate for us. This was 
totally confusing for my fellow sisters. 
However, I already knew what it meant 
as I had read the books of Thich Nhat 
Hanh. In any case, we immediately 
noticed this profound awareness of the 
importance of listening; this profound 
depth of listening.

We have had the chance to experience 
this once again this evening through 
the mindfulness bell that sounds every 
15 minutes and through the deep listen-
ing of the Buddhist monk and nuns. 

United in listening

We Benedictine monks and nuns live 
according to the rules of Saint Benedict. 
These originated in the sixth century, 
and the first word is: “listen!” So, this is 
something that unites us with the 
monks and nuns of Thich Nhat Hanh. 

This listening means more than just 
listening to the sound of a bell; it stands 
for total openness, i.e. mindfulness, 
being truly present for what is right 
here in this very moment. It means 
living in reality, and not in our thoughts, 
not in the past or the future, but truly 
here and now; open and available to the 
people with me right now; to the situa-
tion in which I, or our family, find 
ourselves. 

In our spirituality, as well as in our lives 
as monks and nuns, there are very 
many things we have in common. I do 
not focus much on differences, but 
rather, first and foremost, on the bond 
of friendship between us.
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“From discrimination  
to inclusiveness”

From discrimination to inclusiveness.  
We put the past behind us  

and move towards the future.  
An international retreat at the EIAB

Led by Sr Chan Duc (Sr. Anabel), Sister Bi Nghiem, Lyn Fine (USA), Shelagh and Baruch Shalev (Israel) von Sr Chan Duc (Sr. Anabel),  
Schwester Bi Nghiem, Lyn Fine (USA), Shelagh und Baruch Shalev (Israel) 

People from the international Plum 
Village Sangha, from the USA, Israel/
Palestine, Hong Kong, Germany, Italy, 
and Ukraine, took part in this retreat.

During Dharma sharing we heard others 
describe the history of their ancestors 
during the Holocaust and the Nazi era.

We heard of mothers and fathers who 
had survived Auschwitz; of fathers who 
left the Communist party to join the 
Nazi party and occupy France; fathers 
who were afraid of ending up in a 
concentration camp if they expressed 
their anti-fascist views and in despera-
tion threw themselves down the stairs, 
refused to be treated in hospital and 
subsequently died because they could 
see no way out. We heard of mothers 
who survived the Japanese internment 

camps for the Dutch in Indonesia. We 
heard of the great shame, the guilt and 
the silence in German families after the 
war (‘Why didn’t you do anything 
against the Nazis?’), but also of the si-
lence in the families of Holocaust sur-
vivors, who out of consideration for 
their children did not want to talk of the 
atrocities they suffered at the hands of 
the Germans. We heard that in the 
Stalin era 8 million people in the 
Ukraine starved to death or perished in 
concentration camps.

Towards the end of the retreat there were 
two ceremonies. The first, a memorial 
service in the circle of the course partic-
ipants with Sr. Bi Nghiem, and the sec-
ond ceremony with Sr. Chan Duc and the 
monks and nuns from the EIAB, which 
was also attended by the Waldbröl 

Sangha. At these ceremonies we remem-
bered the many people who suffered so 
much, as well as the people who inflicted 
this suffering on them.

Uli Pfeiffer-Schaupp edited the text of 
the long memorial ceremony led by Sr. 
Bi Nghiem. It was read in German, 
English, Hebrew, Arabic and Ukrainian. 
The original text comes from Thay and 
was read at the large ceremonies in 
Saigon, Hue and Hanoi in 2007 in 
Vietnam, at which thousands of people 
came together and created large altars in 
memory of all those who died during 
and after the Vietnam war, or who suf-
fered so greatly. 

Annabelle Zinser 
True Fragrance of the Mindfulness Trainings

Requiem EIAB 2019 –  
Here is the text read at the Memorial Service: 

When possible the text should be re-
cited in many different languages

English

German

Hebrew

Arabic

Russian or Polish or Ukrainian

Introduction

The following text is an invitation. 
Listen mindfully with an open heart 
and repeat the text in a way that is 
right for you. Leave out the parts that 
do not feel right for you or which you 
find unacceptable, or reformulate them 
for yourself in a way that does. 

Dear and beloved ones
Who suffered and risked your lives for 
us: You are our family, our parents, 
our siblings, our partners our cousins, 
our children, fathers and mothers, our 
aunts and uncles, our husbands and 
wives, our sisters and brothers, our 
sons and daughters. During the terri-
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ble times of violence, of injustice and 
of oppression you have suffered 
greatly. Your bodies and your souls 
were wounded, you were killed.

Today we want to recall that terrible 
time of violence during which you 
suffered so much. In this time of injus-
tice, oppression, persecution and war 
you were aggressors and you were 
victims. You believed in the messages 
of hatred, you took part in many 
atrocities. You suffered, you fought, 
you died, sometimes tragically. 
Suddenly, you were forced to leave 
your precious bodies. 

We remember your pain and your 
suffering, your physical and your 
mental and your spiritual wounds. 
Many of you were convinced that you 
had to fight for our country, for us, 
your descendants. We mourn your 
mental, your physical pain, the loss of 
your precious bodies. We remember 
you with respect. You left this world 
in very tragic circumstances, and 
many unjust acts that you suffered or 
that you inflicted could never be ad-
dressed: You died far away in the 
mountains, at sea, in a dark prison 
cell, in storms of missiles and bombs, 
from starvation, on the run, or from 
sheer exhaustion. Maybe you were 
raped and then killed, without a 
chance to defend yourselves. Maybe 
you died in desperation over the injus-
tice that was inflicted on you. Or you 
died without being able to repent your 
deeds.

Your mortal remains may rest in a 
military cemetery, they may have 
sunk deep down at sea or been hidden 
in the woods, and we who love you, 
have no place of remembrance. It was 
from hatred, from ignorance and from 
greed that your country and many 
other countries were pushed into this 
enormous tragedy. Human beings ev-
erywhere had to endure such injustice 
and you have carried this burden on 
your shoulders. We, your descendants, 
your relatives, your compatriots, have 

gathered here, and some are thinking 
of you in their homes.

Among us there are many who still are 
suffering from the pain inflicted in 
those disastrous times. Mercifully 
those times of war and injustice are 
over. We have enjoyed decades of 
peace in Europe. Now that our coun-
tries have been rebuilt outwardly, it is 
our task to work on inner transforma-
tion, on reconciliation, on healing the 
wounds that are still there. Thanks to 
all the good work done by our spiritual 
ancestors we now have the opportuni-
ty of getting together and honouring 
the Three Jewels, the Buddha, the 
Dharma, and the Sangha. 

Supported by the Dharma we beg you, 
ALL TOGETHER, to be fully present, to 
seek reconciliation with each other, to 
embrace, to love each other as mem-
bers of one family. We will not dis-
criminate between East and West, 
women and men, adults and children; 
nor will we discriminate along the 
lines of race, religion, political convic-
tion, or ideology. We all are and we 
were children of this world, but disas-
trous ideologies have divided us and 
left deep wounds in our souls. Because 
of former catastrophes we were pulled 
into fighting each other, our desire for 
happiness and well-being terribly 
misguided. 

Thanks to the blessings of our spiritual 
ancestors we can now get together to 
look deeply and recognize each other 
as siblings in one single family. We 
promise each other never to forget the 
painful lessons of the past, now deeply 
engraved in our hearts. We vow that 
from now on we will do our best not 
to allow our governments or people to 
pursue such a path of injustice. We 
will do our best not to tolerate the 
persecution of human beings because 
of their race, religion or their political 
convictions. We will do our best not to 
allow discrimination, nor accept vio-
lence in whatever form, nor start war 
because of ideology. We will do our 

best not to use weapons to oppress, 
exclude, or kill one another.

We will use all our efforts and our 
energy to build and to preserve a so-
ciety ruled by true democracy and 
justice; so that we will be able to solve 
all conflicts peacefully, with demo-
cratic means. We will do our best not 
to resort to violence against the peo-
ples of our own country or of other 
countries.

Dear Ancestors, most revered spiritual 
Elders, we beg you to bear witness to 
our profound sincerity. We make this 
vow in deep respect. And we trust 
that, having sincerely made this 
pledge, the knots of injustice and the 
tragedies of the past can be resolved 
and the deep wounds in all of us can 
be healed.

Today, at this ceremony we are pray-
ing that ALL INJUSTICE will be over-
come without discrimination. Together 
with us, many people are in their 
homes, praying for you and for all of 
us. We are touching the earth and 
praying for the benevolence of the 
Three Jewels, to bring you, ALL OF 
YOU, most beloved Ancestors, to the 
shores of justice and peace; so that we 
all may be able to realise the teachings 
of love and understanding to full ca-
pacity; and so that we may learn to 
understand, to trust, to heal and to 
grasp that we are really free. 

We, your descendants, promise to 
follow your good intentions into the 
future. We carry you in our hearts in 
order to realise true human communi-
ty, brotherhood and sisterhood and to 
deepen the love for all the people and 
peoples of our countries. We will re-
member that the insight of inter-being 
will help remove discrimination, fear, 
and the dualistic way of thinking. We 
inter-are; we are all inter-connected. 
This insight of our spiritual ancestors 
sheds bright light on our path now 
and forever.
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Here are two other reports of the 

‘Inclusiveness Retreat’:

‘This retreat was a great joy for me and 
a counterweight to all the sadness and 
darkness of this time. My heart and my 
brain are still filled with all the stories, 
meetings and thoughts, from all the 
crying, laughing, embracing and ‘clear-
ing up’ together, and from the many 
examples of good practice around the 
world. You created an atmosphere of 
peace, openness and trust in which it 
was possible for many of us participants 
to look for and name our own blind 
spots with regard to discrimination, and 
to speak of our anger, our fears and our 
shame. 

And because some people came from 
very far away – almost all the way 
round the world – I felt connected with 
and supported by the whole world. It 
was a wonderful way to nourish body, 
mind and soul and to water the seeds of 

vitality and love. I left the EIAB encour-
aged and shocked, deeply sad and utter-
ly determined. What more can you 
expect?!

Let me thank you once again for these 
invigorating days, thank you for the 
great effort that must have been in-
volved for the entire team and the EIAB 
Sangha’

Renée Bertrams

‘Our hearts were touched, softened, 
opened for the suffering of those pres-
ent regardless of race, nationality, or 
type of suffering. We felt a deep con-
nection with each other, experienced 
the strength of the Sangha. We were 
encouraged to look deep inside, to rec-
ognise where we discriminate, exclude, 
judge, reject, and criticize.  

The ceremonies enabled us to open and 
look deeply, also at the frequently hid-

den or suppressed suffering of our an-
cestors. When we are moved, we move 
others with whom we live or come to-
gether or who we unexpectedly meet.

The shared suffering of the others acted 
like a wake-up call, like a mindfulness 
bell that continually invites us in our 
everyday life at home to look deeply – 
with love and without judgement.

The retreat continues… the circles of our 
OWN lives, our OWN I grow larger, ex-
tend themselves; the radius or what 
touches us in everyday life widens, 
thinking and suppressing decreases… 
healing can be experienced.

We would like more retreats like this 
and thank the organisers and Dharma 
teachers for the magic of this event.

Inge Friedrich-Rust 
Joyful Stability of the Heart
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Honoring Our Ancestors

This year at the beginning of May, I 
joined the course at the EIAB with Thầy 
Pháp Ấn and Sister Song Nghiem enti-
tled “Honoring our Ancestors”. I am 
always grateful when I can be at the 
EIAB. I’d had an intuition that joining 
this course or the one the weekend after 
on “Walking our spiritual path with joy, 
lightness and endurance” would be es-
pecially beneficial to me. In fact, I 
wished I could join both courses and 
stay for 10 days! Luckily, it turned out 
that my family schedule did allow me 
be present at the first course. I had only 
read the course title, expecting the 
program to be similar to other courses 
I’d attended. I was in for a surprise!

The 10 days I’d wished to be at the EIAB 
were part of the 2 weeks that many 
members of the Hong Kong Sangha 
were at the EIAB. In this time, it was 
possible to ordain as a monk or nun, 
receiving the 10 novice precepts for 10 
days, a first at the EIAB. 

The evening the “course” began, Thầy 
Pháp Ấn welcomed us with an intro-
ductory talk in which he explained that 
through our habit of constructing an 
image of a separate self for ourselves 
and others, we become unable to expe-
rience life without breaking down what 
we experience into actor(subject), action 
and recipient(object) of the action. If we 
can come out of confusion, letting go of 
the illusion of separate selves, we can 
experience life directly as an endless 
flow of action, co-arising from the 
whole of life, in interdependence and 
interbeing. Thầy Pháp Ấn invited us to 
experience the ordination the next day 
in this state of clarity.

And so I can tell you that the next 
morning, an ordination took place. The 
four-fold Sangha was together, in front 

of a beautiful altar laden with flowers. 
The Sangha was sitting in the center of 
the room and around the center. There 
was an energy of love, of happiness, of 
joy, of trepidation, of support, of con-
centration and of ancestral continuity. 
There was inviting of the bell, chanting 
and touching the Earth; there was 
blessing and being blessed; there was 
sharing and receiving. Within the 
Sangha, there was the making of noble 
vows and the shedding of hair, all in 
deep connection and carried by the 
whole Sangha, as the Ocean Family 
manifested.

This energy of love, dedication and 
letting go, this good action and the 
energy it generates, this merit, was 
given to our ancestors to transform 
suffering and nourish happiness. Thầy 
Pháp Ấn had explained that the act of 
becoming a monastic is seen in Asia as 
generating great merit that can be of-
fered to the ancestors in their honor.

Of course, we and our ancestor in-
ter-are. In fact, I see clearly that I am 
not the same but also not different than 
my blood, spiritual and land ancestors. 
I am their continuation, and they are 
that of which I am made. All that I do 
is an offering for my ancestors. 

There is much trauma in my past, in my 
ancestors’ past, going back many gen-
erations. It has been my offering to us 
to care for and heal this trauma. It has 
been my ancestors’ offering to me to 
provide the strength, courage, clarity, 
opportunity and right conditions for me 
to be able to do this caring and healing 
for the good of all of us.

The changes that my life has undergone 
during this healing path have some-
times been difficult for me and my an-

cestors due to the great differences in 
our lifestyles thus created. With the 
support of the Plum Village tradition 
and the teachings of Thầy, I have been 
able to see that it is an illusion that 
these differences create separation and 
that even if my family members resist 
the changes, I am still walking this 
healing path as a gift for them. When 
this awareness is strong within me, I am 
able to be with them more skillfully and 
harmoniously because I do not experi-
ence a conflict between us and can act 
to soothe their perceptions of conflict if 
they arise.

During the last couple of years, my spir-
itual path has brought me into deeper 
and clearer contact with a life-threat-
ening traumatic event in my childhood. 
My practice with the support of the 
EIAB Sangha and Thầy Pháp Ấn have 
helped me to transform this  suffering 
into strength and under standing.

Two and a half years ago, with the 
support of the Dutch and Flemish Order 
of Interbeing (OI) core and extended 
community, I was at the point of writing 
a letter to Plum Village, describing my 
aspiration to become an OI member. I 
said that the focus in my healing and 
spiritual path has been on transforming 
suffering and that, thanks to the joyous 
example of Thầy and the Sangha, I now 
wished to “lighten up”, to allow myself 
to also focus on cultivating joy and 
relaxation, to not always only look for 
suffering to transform. I expressed my 
trust and faith in the Sangha and that 
by flowing with the Sangha river, my 
practice would be able to expand.

As I composed this letter, deep in my 
consciousness the internal knot of the 
trauma I mentioned was already start-
ing to loosen. Once I had stated my 
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aspiration, this loosening process accel-
erated and became more clear to me, 
perhaps because to be able to walk this 
path towards cultivating joy, I needed 
to touch the roots of the inferiority 
complex and despair in me more deeply. 
I have heard Thầy say that he finds 
despair to be a very difficult mental 
formation to practice with [https://youtu.
be/m_qjUoeC-rg]. 

At four and a half years of age, at the 
hands of a family member, I became 
unable to breathe to the point of losing 
consciousness. In a classic near-death 
experience, I experienced passing 
through extreme light into being in a 
place of love and harmony with all of 
Mother Earth’s children. When I re-
gained consciousness, alone on the 
floor in the calm after the storm, I 

found I had two deep desires. One was 
to be dead, to not have to undergo 
suffering anymore. The other was to 
live in a way that was gentle for the 
Earth and all of her creatures and to 
raise children with loving care and 
protection.

This second aspiration is what guided 
me through the rest of my childhood 
and on to adventures in spiritual com-
munity, raising children and work out-
side the home. The seeds of fear and 
despair watered by the first desire have 
plagued me in many forms throughout 
the years, including shyness, fear of 
people, alcohol abuse from age 12 to 
age 22, when I received the gift of 
continuous sobriety, and an obsession 
with suicide from my teens up to 30 
years of age, when I finally made a vow 

to Mother Earth to also not hurt this 
child of hers who I am.

As the internal knot of this old trauma 
loosened and the first wave of buried 
experience surfaced from deep in my 
consciousness, I practiced to embrace 
the intense emotions of shame and 
self-hate coming up. Every day I sat in 
meditation and allowed the feelings to 
come up, caring for them and looking 
into their roots. At some point, I began 
to experience transformation and free-
dom, as well as joy in the strength of 
my concentration. Shortly afterwards, a 
second wave surfaced, one containing 
excruciating body memories and feel-
ings of intense terror and powerlessness. 
In the midst of this, I asked Thầy Pháp 
Ấn for a consultation, to receive his 
guidance about how to practice with 

https://youtu.be/m_qjUoeC-rg
https://youtu.be/m_qjUoeC-rg
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these intense formations. Of course, 
what he told me was: not differently 
than with anything else present in the 
here and now! I am very grateful for the 
explicit instructions and support he 
gave enabling me to make deep contact 
with the emotions and bodily sensations 
and to allow myself to feel them in 
meditation as I remained in contact 
with the loving power of the listening 
of Bodhisattva Avalokiteschvara. To 
this practice, I added my own Earth-
honoring one, calling up the support 
and love of Mother Earth. This helped 
me through the second wave of trans-
formation, and again I found great joy 
and freedom on the other side. When a 
third wave of suffering surfaced a half 
year later, I returned to the EIAB for 10 
days of healing retreat, beginning with 
meditating with the Sangha, Thầy Pháp 
Ấn and Sister Song Nghiem during the 
course on self-love and compassion. 
The tears I released then opened me to 
being more fully present in the moment, 
free of thinking and experiencing great 
joy and peace. (I also was able to see the 
seed of fear of people blossom within 
me instantly when I saw any person, 
even someone far in the distance. This 
was a great awareness for me about the 
strength(!!!) of that seed and the care it 
needs.)

Since then, the waves of feelings releas-
ing from this internal knot have contin-
ued to surface, be cared for, transform 
and disperse. I have been able to observe 
the flow of the rivers of my 5 skandas 
more skillfully and been more and more 
able to embrace and lovingly tend to 
what is.

In my feelings of joy and of suffering, I 
recognize my ancestors. Sometimes I 
feel them all crowding into my con-
sciousness, saying “Come, please enjoy 
this with me.” And often, “Come, please, 
please, embrace our suffering, help us!” 
For I am truly their continuation, and I 
have promised to care for them.

I was named after my father’s mother, 
who died before I was born. She came 
to the US by boat in her mid-teens with 
her younger sister – just the two of 

them – sent from Scotland by their 
parents to find a life away from the dire 
poverty and hunger they faced in the 
city of Glasgow. Her father and his 
family had been driven away from the 
Highlands of Scotland to the city as a 
result of land appropriation by ruling 
class landowners. The grief of displace-
ment and separation from beloved 
homeland, family and community runs 
many generations deep in my family 
and is common to those of Scottish 
ancestry throughout the world and, 
certainly in this time of refugees and 
migration driven by suffering and the 
desire for safety, for many more people 
as well. I have been so touched by the 
songs of the love for Vietnam I have 
heard sung during the celebrations of 
Tết at the EIAB. Thầy’s journey to be at 
home in the world after having become 
a stateless exile is one of the many 
deeply inspiring aspects of his life/liv-
ing teachings.

As a teenager, I discovered Scottish folk 
songs, praising the beauty of the land 
and lamenting the loss of the homeland 
through exile and forced migration. 
Those songs touched deep sorrow in 
me. Even though I knew very little 
about my grandmother and her life 
story, I would cry inconsolably.

Somehow, the despair in me and the 
longing for a place of beauty and love 
watered by trauma in my childhood and 
the despair of my ancestors watered by 
separation from their homeland and 
longing for the beauty and nourishment 
of that place are deeply connected. 
Shortly after my consultation with Thầy 
Pháp ần and my being able to embrace 
my intense feelings more completely, I 
travelled with my partner and youngest 
daughter to Scotland. My ancestors had 
been calling me to come, and we re-
ceived an invitation from dear Sangha 
friends to make a spiritual journey and 
vacation with them there.

We ended up being able to take part in 
a yearly ceremony asking for fertility 
and blessing for the glen(valley) where 
we were staying. This ceremony is be-
lieved to have been performed yearly in 

this glen for thousands of years, as part 
of the ancient Earth honoring tradition 
of Scotland. We took the sacred stone 
children of Mother Earth out the stone 
hut they stay in from October 31 to May 
Day (outside of the growing season). We 
bathed them in the head of the river 
flowing through the glen and placed 
them in front of the hut to look out over 
the glen. We then shared a meal and 
songs and sat in gentle awareness of the 
joy of togetherness and connection 
with the Earth. I gave an offering of 
flowers and brought photographs of my 
grandmother and my father in contact 
with the sacred stone people, a home-
coming that released much power and 
joy. I then touched the Earth in gratitude 
for this return with my ancestors to our 
homeland. Prostrated on the Earth, I felt 
Mother Earth’s gentle love and nourish-
ment as well as the acceptance of my 
ancestors of the flow of life that has 
taken us away from Scotland and that 
has brought me, their continuation, to 
practice in the tradition of Plum Village, 
not only practicing in the way of my 
ancestors. The permission they gave 
was perfectly on time for my ordination 
as OI member, to take place at the end 
of that week!

There in Scotland I sang a response to a 
Scottish folk song that mourns exile 
from Scotland, which I had cried along 
with as a teenager. I sang of the fruits 
of the Plum Village practice, of being at 
home wherever I am, of seeing the 
beauty wherever I am.

Several weeks after experiencing the 
ordination of the Ocean family in the 
EIAB last May, I came in closer contact 
with the suffering in several families 
within the Dutch-Flemish Sangha. I felt 
the seed of sorrow blossom in me, 
touching on the seed of despair and 
powerlessness, my ancestors calling. I 
listened to another Scottish folk-
song[https://youtu.be/mU3S5bY3vgY] and 
cried with them about the sorrow in the 
world and in myself.

In this song, a Scot in England sings to 
the Northern Wind, asking to hear of 
the land to the North the wind has 

https://youtu.be/mU3S5bY3vgY
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passed over. The wind teases the singer, 
telling only of southern Scotland. As 
the singer persists, the wind tells more, 
bringing the singer first to tears, and 
then, as the wind speaks of the beauty 
of the land and water and wild geese 
flying, the singer begs the wind to stop 
because s/he dare not listen to more.

This song helped me to embrace the 
sorrow in myself and to cry. At first, 
caught up in the pain, I thought, “How, 
how, can I care for this pain, this long-
ing for beloved beauty, peace and har-
mony that now seems out of reach, in a 
faraway land in the past?” After em-
bracing and allowing this feeling to be 
present, it – as all does – slowly subsid-
ed. The embrace and allowing is enough 
care. And every time I can manage to 
do this, some transformation takes 
place, even though all I have done is to 
allow, and not to push away or try to 
change, whatever I am feeling.

A day or two later, a response to this 
song and feeling welled up in me. I sang 
to my ancestors, speaking to the singer 
who doesn’t dare to remember and to 
stay in contact with the beauty or to 
feel the pain of loss and longing fully. I 
sang to communicate: “Dear beloved 

ancestors, I speak from my heart. Please 
do dare. Do dare to feel the love of 
beauty and pain of loss. Embrace it all. 
Opening up to all that is, we find our-
selves alive in the present moment, and 
all of the richness of life is available to 
us.” This daring I now experience is a 
fruit of the courage that has been culti-
vated through the working of the 
Dharma name I received when I or-
dained, whose medicine has been so 
strong that I have wondered if I will 
survive it! I and my ancestors are grate-
ful for this nourishment.

When I next was with my Dharma 
friends in the Sangha, I could share that 
I now more deeply understand and ex-
perience the teaching that embracing 
the feelings present in me is enough. 
Moreover, if I run from them, the pain 
is there and I have the pain of running 
and of tension. If I embrace pain, yes, I 
have the pain but I also have the joy 
and comfort of the embrace. Being 
present for life brings about a wonder-
fully joyous homecoming in awareness 
of mind to body-mind, healing into 
wholeness. Th}y has spoken often of 
the importance of suffering in generat-
ing compassion, understanding and 
love. I see more clearly the love and joy 

that co-arise with embracing suffering, 
just as when I embrace happiness in my 
life, what often co-arises is the aware-
ness of the suffering of so many in the 
world.

I am grateful to the EIAB fourfold 
Sangha and the Ocean Family for our 
offering of merit, in togetherness and 
interbeing, for the transformation of the 
suffering of our ancestors and the cul-
tivation of happiness. I am aware that 
my root ancestor and primary descen-
dent, in endless impermanence, life 
creating life out of life, action flowing 
to action, is Mother Earth herself. And I 
can see that Mother Earth is also Father 
Earth, whose creative seeds sprout in 
countless forms and who teaches 
through interdependent co-arising how 
creation can bring happiness or suffer-
ing, depending on the quality of our 
mindfulness and our loving intention to 
create as little suffering as possible as 
we act and tend to our actions. May all 
ancestors be honored and Mother Earth 
and all her children be blessed with a 
beautiful continuation!

Maria Moonlion 
True Healing Confidence
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Construction Management and 
Planning for the 2nd + 3rd Stages  
of the Renovation of the EIAB

The renovation work in areas 2 und 3 
began in 2017. The first stage and the 
entire ground floor was brought into 
use some years ago. The task of the 2nd 
and 3rd phases to renovate the main 
building of the EIAB has been extended 
and integrated into the 4th phase of the 
building work. Likewise, a large part of 
the top floor will now also be 
renovated. 

If nothing untoward happens, all the 
craftsmen play along, and approval is 
successfully granted by the surveyors 
and building authorities, then the reno-
vated area of the building should be 
available for use at the start of the 
Summer Retreat 2019. However, that 
said, this target remains quite 
ambitious. 

The path to this point has been charac-
terised by surprises and new challenges. 
For me personally, the main lesson I 
have had to learn is to relax and just do 
my best in those moments in which I 
could easily have fallen into despair. In 
such moments I said to myself: ‘Frank, 
you have been chosen to fulfil this task, 
now show that you are worthy of the 
task’. At the same time I have also re-
peated to myself: ‘I say ‘yes’ and ask for 
divine support’. So far it has worked 
quite well. 

At night, I have often dreamt of the 
building site, and in my dreams solu-
tions for certain tasks have appeared. Or 
I have woken up and ideas about how 
to solve other problems have come to 

me. I have given everything and re-
ceived everything. My blood pressure 
has remained exemplary.

One event left a particular impression 
and opened up a completely different 
approach to finding solutions. There 
were serious problems with one compa-
ny. Ultimately it was something I simply 
had to inform Thay Phap An about. His 
answer was: ‘Ask the company what we 
can do to help support them find a 
solution’. Normally in such situations I 
point to the contract and ask if anyone 
forced them to sign it, something which 
they naturally always answer in the 
negative. So, I asked the company boss 
what we could do to help them. The 
next day the workers were once again 
on site and it continued this way. This 
has now become my watchword and 
despite time pressure and a general 
shortage of skilled workers things have 
turned out very well. This is one exam-
ple of how the monks and nuns of the 
EIAB support us during building work. 

I am also deeply grateful for the trust 
placed in me by Thay Phap An and all 
the monks and nuns, and that I can play 
a role in fulfilling the vision of Thich 
Nhat Hanh in helping to establish the 
European Institute for Applied 
Buddhism in Waldbröl. This also means 
that Waldbröl increasingly finds itself 
on the international map, and from day 
to day the city is blooming more and 
more. The beneficent work and presence 
of the monks and nuns of the EIAB for 
more than 10 years now has left its 

marks and it is something we feel here; 
more and more people carry the fruits 
of this work into their families and into 
the world. The EIAB is Thay’s vision 
and our task.

In this regard I would like to thank all 
the friends of the EIAB who have been 
a constant source of help. Most of the 
time it has been very dusty work. As 
Thay so beautifully puts it: no mud, no 
lotus. The craftsmen have also gained 
respect for the work of these voluntary 
helpers, and for me they have been a 
source of great support. The monks and 
nuns were also very happy to see the 
amount of help being offered. Very of-
ten, these volunteers from a range of 
local sanghas report on their experience 
in moving terms. Some examples: 

• Who am I doing this for, if not for 
us? We will be the ones who use it 
later. 

• I would never have thought that de-
spite so much mess we could experi-
ence so much joy in working 
together.

• I have so much to thank the EIAB for 
in terms of my personal develop-
ment, and this is why I’m so happy 
to help give something back.

It is precisely the power of community, 
continuously supported and under-
pinned by the monks and nuns, and 
continuously generated by the volun-
tary helpers, that makes clear that we 
are much more than just the sum of our 
individual parts. We are a whole, and at 
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our core we are all love. At the EIAB, 
thanks to the monks and nuns, the 
teachers, all the visitors who come to 
learn and all the volunteers who come 
to support, this love finds very special 
and clear expression. Here the diamond 
to be found in each of us shines in all 
its diverse and splendid colours. 

At this point I would once again like to 
mention the possibility that local sang-

has could help make Thay’s vision 
blossom by financing a guest room 
with a donation of € 20.000,-. In my 
work I have always taken great care to 
ensure that all donations are mindfully 
used. So far we have never had a cost 
over-run. 

After this renovation work the realisa-
tion of the project to build the new 
meditation hall awaits.

May the love that unites us all and 
makes us one bless and accompany you 
in every moment. We are a whole. In 
this sense 1 + 1 is more than 2. We are 
‘Love in Action’.

In respect and love 

Frank Jungjohann-Feltens
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Working Meditation on the Construction  
 Project for the Ashoka Building

A Sangha Experience

On a Saturday morning at 9 a.m. a 
group of friends in working overalls 
carrying cleaning utensils meet at the 
main steps to the Ashoka building. 
Until 6 p.m. there follows hours on the 
construction site of the 1st and 2nd 
floors: windows, radiators, cupboards, 
doors and floors are vacuumed; adhe-
sive residues are scraped off the floors 
with trowels, and dried paint is removed 
from wooden surfaces using special 
sponges. Then everything is cleaned. 
Cloths are wrung out innumerable 
times, surfaces wiped down, cloths 
wrung out again, more wiping and then 
rubbing with a dry cloth. And all the 
time there is fresh water to fetch and 
carry.

A good opportunity to observe our 
breathing, be aware of our bodies and 
take every step with the water bucket 
(dirty or fresh) in mindfulness. And last, 
but not least, to feel a sense of connec-

tion with each other.  The regular sound 
of the bell signalling the moment to 
pause together in silence is a source of 
joy. Sometimes the little bell, sometimes 
the big gong that stands in the gallery 
of the entrance hall and resonates 
through all the floors.

We are here and are doing this work for 
ourselves, for our own inner cleaning, 
for the experience of practicing togeth-
er, to learn new ways of doing things. 
And at the same time it is a helpful and 
specific way to give back to the EIAB in 
gratitude what we have learned here: 
the practice of stopping, of being 
together. 

Frank Jungjohann-Feltens, the architect 
for the building project, has already 
been on site since 8 a.m. on this 
Saturday morning. He greets us joyfully 
on the steps and then explains the work 
to be done. There is a lot to do, an awful 

lot… Time pressure rises in me. We want 
to get a lot done today. In this type of 
situation it is normal that I throw all 
good intentions over board with the 
thought, that’s not appropriate right 
now, and I can’t find the right words 
now anyway; we have to get going. 
This is how I manage to lose all sense of 
calm, relaxation, joy and connection 
with the other friends. 

What rescues me in this moment is the 
thought of how important the practice 
is. I ‘take’ a minute for myself, feel my 
body, breathe in and out deeply and 
know suddenly that we need an open-
ing sharing. Definitely. Otherwise, we 
will all be on our own. ‘The beginning 
will be as the end, the end as the 
beginning.’

Speed, effectiveness and time pressure / 
do as much as possible in the shortest 
time / all targets have to be reached, all 
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things I know very well. To really stop, 
breathe deeply, clear the mind before 
acting, to do this in the midst of work 
and external pressure is rather the 
exception. 

Countering old habit energies together 
with friends on the path is so much 
easier. A permanent learning process 
with many ‘aha’ moments during a 
lovely moment of stopping together, 
with a picnic lunch in the sun. Eating 
plum tart on the fire escape steps. Going 
up as far as the attic, moments of mu-
tual help and short conversations in 
between, and much, much more….

The idea for this day of working medi-
tation arose when a friend, who on his 
own initiative has been helping at the 
EIAB for some time with other helpers, 
told of his experiences at a Wednesday 
meeting of the Cologne Sangha am 
Aachener Weiher.

Ultimately 11 people took part. The 
special thing about it was that all the 
sanghas who anyway already knew 
each other through various other activ-
ities or mutual sangha visits were rep-
resented: Cologne Sangha am Aachener 
Weiher (2), Cologne-Nippes (2), 
Cologne-Holweide (4), Waldbröl-
Sangha (2), Windecker Sangha(1).

For me this is an unbelievable experi-
ence. I grew up on a farm; at meal times 
there were nine of us sitting round the 
table. Many years ago, after driving to 
a family visit with a good friend, she 
said, ‘Your family lacks the communi-
cation gene’.

Spiritual community is for me a healing 
experience. From the inability to com-
municate to a sense of connection, even 
without words.

Many thanks to Thay, the monastic 
community and to all those who made 
this wonderful sangha experience 
possible.

Annette Schramm 
True River of Great Compassion
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Every Moment is a Temple

A warm August night in Plum Village, 
at the start of the nineties. Two hundred 
people silently sitting on the meadow in 
front of Thay’s hut in Upper Hamlet. 
Somewhere amongst them is Thay 
himself, who has invited us to join him 
to watch the moon rise on this special 
night. The harvest moon of the month 
of August is a gleaming ball slowly 
inching above the horizon. Someone 
puts the shakuhachi to their lips, the 
sound of the bamboo flute hangs in the 
night, the crickets chirp. Night in 
southern France has become a temple.

The many summers that I spent in Plum 
Village are the treasures of my life. I 
have learned that every moment, with 
or without the moon, can be a temple if 
I stop and become aware of what is 
happening in and around me with all 
my senses. And in a wonderfully 
mysterious way that is indiscernible 
and still this mindfulness can become a 
way of life with the power to hold me 
and the social framework around me in 
balance.

This is however difficult to convey to 
people without a meditation practice. 
Today, we have many grave problems 
to solve: climate change, wars, 
migration, the exploitation of resources, 
not to mention hate, lies, abuse of 
power and greed at the top of both the 
political and economic order. And then 
hundreds of people stroll in stillness 
through the countryside, stop to listen 
to the sound of a bell and to become 
aware of their breathing instead of 
rescuing refugees from the 
Mediterranean. I recall a doctor who 
once believed she knew why I was sick: 
‘You have the wrong spiritual practice. 
Buddhists just want to attain Nirvana 

and don’t want anything to do with the 
world.’ 

But perhaps we aren’t so certain 
ourselves why we attend a retreat, and 
ask ourselves doubtingly, whether it 
isn’t actually a little bit egotistical. Then 
we can tell ourselves this sweet little 
Zen story: A young man once went to 
a Zen master and, deeply impressed, 
said: ‘I have met a great holy man. He 
can see into the future and can teach 
his pupils to do the same.’ ‘Anyone can 
do that’ said the Zen master bored. ‘My 
way is much more difficult. I teach 
people to see the present moment.’ 

What sounds banal and quite obvious, 
soon proves to be a challenge in 
practice. Do I really want to be wide 
awake and present from moment to 
moment? Or would I really prefer to 
dream my life away in an imaginary 
future or indulge myself in a past that 
no longer exists? To see the present 
moment, to be fully aware of it exactly 
as it is, can really turn life on its head. 
When I look at something my eyes only 
glance over the surface; I don’t get to 
know it in its uniqueness. It is easy for 
me to hold it at a comfortable distance. 
But to be able to be genuinely aware of 
it, I need to open my heart. As a writer, 
I like to leaf through the Duden 
etymological dictionary, it is in a 
manner of speaking the family history 
of language, the family tree of every 
word. I was very excited to read that 
‘aware’ (as a translation of 
‘wahrnehmen’) has its roots in 
‘watchful’, ‘attention’ and in an 
extended sense ‘care’. So, what I am 
aware of, I also care for. I don’t just look 
at it from the outside; I want to get to 

know it more intimately so that I can 
care for it, do something good for it.

Awareness occurs in the wide open 
space of the heart, into which I invite 
the object of my perception so that it 
has the trust to fully show itself with all 
its needs. But it has hardly entered and 
it is no longer an object. We have both 
entered into a new relationship, quite a 
close one, and now I can no longer keep 
my distance and end it whenever I feel 
like it. All at once, everything that 
affects the other, affects me. This can 
make us very happy, and occasionally it 
can really hurt. Yet, now my awareness 
contains a sense of clarity towards 
these and other feelings, whose 
existence I was previously blithely 
unaware of. And what sort of dark 
thoughts are really wandering around 
in my mind?

This is how it is with awareness: it pulls 
down all the artificially erected barriers 
and places us in a wide open space. In 
truth, I had never looked for this space; 
it makes me vulnerable. Somehow my 
fondly cherished opinions are no longer 
suited to the situation, my convictions 
crumble in no time at all, leaving me 
feeling pretty insecure. Hopefully, in 
this moment we come into contact with 
someone, or a book, that reassures us 
that we are in fact in one of the most 
important and worthwhile states of 
being, the state of not-knowing. Now, 
precisely at this moment, something 
new can enter. It can enter because we 
have learned through our practice to 
stop and become fully aware of what is 
happening in and around us. 

When I experience no more separation 
between ‘me’ and the ‘other’ – be it a 
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person, an animal or endangered nature 
– then I know instantly and without a 
doubt what needs to be done. To see like 
Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Thich Nhat 
Hanh or perhaps today Greta Thunberg 
means to act directly. And to act means: 
to answer with our own life. This 
doesn’t have to be anything spectacular, 
and for most of us certainly doesn’t take 
place on the world stage. Perhaps we 
help to hand out soup at the homeless 
shelter, plant a tree or simply silently 
hold the hand of someone who needs it 
in this moment. When we listen to the 
wisdom of our inner stillness, which 
connects us with the whole, the great 
Intersein, then we know what needs to 
be done. 

I am at an age, when now and then, for 
the moment playfully, I think about how 
the moment of transition into a different 
state of being will feel. I hope, I will be 
received by a stillness I have never 
previously experienced. My own inner 
stillness is still small, but for many years 
she has been softly telling me what 
needs to be done and what not. Recently 
however, she has been a bit gloomy. She 
finds demonstrations like ‘Fridays for 
Future’ very important, but nonetheless 
fears that people are in danger of losing 
their inner peace. She sees, says my 
inner stillness, a lot of anger, exhaustion 
and depression in activists, but not 
much joy. The world however needs 
happy people just as much as clean air. 

Almost thirty years ago I watched the 
harvest moon rise over Plum Village in 
an hour of stillness and peace. In that 
moment the world was round and 
complete; it lacked nothing and I lacked 
nothing. Today I know how I can touch 
this stillness at any time, even in the 
midst of the noise of the world. Then, 
for a moment, the world is once again 
full of beauty and unimaginably large. 
A world that makes us happy.

Margrit Irgang 
True Lotus of Virtue 
www.margrit-irgang.blogspot.de

http://www.margrit-irgang.blogspot.de
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Interview with the Dharma Teacher  
 Annabelle Zinser from Berlin

Bettina: What brought you to 
Buddhism? Was it people, certain 
books, difficult times/crises that brought 
you to the Dharma?

Annabelle: I can see that whilst I had 
a relatively easy and fulfilled life before 
I came to Buddhism, there was also 
suffering. I had a beautiful childhood 
in the countryside with a loving mother 
and two siblings. My father died in a 
car accident when I was one-and-a-
half, so death was nothing special for 
me. My mother prayed with us every 
evening and afterwards gave us a hug; 
I felt very safe and secure. As a young 
girl I was also active in the evangelical 
church in our village and had our kind 
and compassionate vicar as a wonder-
ful role model. Before coming to 
Buddhism I studied at university and 
played an active role in the interna-
tionalist movement as well as the 
feminist movement. I had finished my 
studies in history and politics and also 
trained in massage and yoga, in which 
I gave courses, and also worked occa-
sionally helping families. All in all ev-
erything was fine. Nonetheless, I had a 
deep feeling of despair and hopeless-
ness inside me, and this feeling had 
something to do with German history, 
with the Holocaust.

When as a 15 year old I learned of the 
Holocaust through the Auschwitz trial 
in Frankfurt it darkened something 
deep inside of me. How could such a 
thing happen? How could human be-
ings inflict so much suffering and bar-
barity on other human beings? During 
my time at university, together with 
friends I was part of working groups 
that studied this fascist period.

The other element, in which I could 
recognise suffering had something to 
do with my relationships – love rela-
tionships and friendships, and with my 
family. I could see how certain be-
haviour patterns, which caused suffer-
ing in me and others, repeated them-
selves over and again. Within me I felt 
a certain restlessness, and sub-con-
sciously I experienced a longing for 
deep inner peace.

In 1980 a friend gave me the book 
‘Zazen’ by the Japanese Zen master 
Deshimaru. It was about just sitting 
aimlessly and observing the breath. As 
I read it, I felt a wonderful flow of en-
ergy throughout my whole body and a 
deep sense of peace in my mind, and so 
I began to meditate.

Two years later a friend, Sylvia Wetzel, 
returned from a year’s stay with the 
Tibetan lamas in Kopan monastery in 
Nepal, founded a centre in Bavaria and 
lived for two years as a nun. She invited 
me and several friends to meditation 
courses during which we visualised the 
green, white and red Tara, absorbed her 
wonderful qualities and studied analyt-
ical observations from the Tibetan 
Lojong-Training. 

But the Dharma didn’t really grip me 
until I took part in a Vipassana silent 
retreat with Goenka in India in 1988. 
The total concentration on the in- and 
out breath, the sweeping through the 
body allowed me to experience the 
transience of bodily sensations. I be-
came conscious that my body is not 
something fixed, but a large energy 
field constantly in flux. This appealed 
to me enormously, as I had a good sense 

of my body thanks to my yoga 
practice.

From the time I got back home I prac-
ticed sitting meditation every day for 
an hour in the morning and in the 
evening. One particular morning all the 
moments in my life in which I had hurt 
others passed before my inner eye. The 
five ethical trainings (silas) began to 
work inside of me. 

Soon my life made a 180 degree turn: 
in summer 1988 at a retreat in Waldhaus 
am Laacher See I got to know the 
German-American Vipassana teacher 
Ruth Denison who spoke immediately 
to my heart. I sucked the Dharma up 
like a sponge. Every word she said went 
‘click, click’ in me, as though her words 
were calling forth something inside me 
that had long been asleep.

From then on all my other relationships 
become secondary. The most important 
thing was to spend as much time as 
possible with Ruth and to learn from 
her. Although she continually gave 
examples of Dukkha, for the incom-
pleteness of life, she always did it with 
a lot of humour. I have never laughed 
so much in my life, as I did with her. I 
was also deeply moved by her freedom 
and absence of negative reactions, de-
spite all the traumatic experiences she 
suffered when fleeing from East Prussia 
at the end of the Second World War. 
She viewed all the terrible things that 
happened to her, the countless rapes 
and fear of death, as being part of the 
collective karma of the German people: 
‘The Germans inflicted so much suffer-
ing on others, as one of them I have to 
bear the consequences’. Her brief sum-
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mary of karma was, ‘We have to pay for 
everything.’

I felt her deep love and great compas-
sion for all living beings, her connection 
to humanity, the animals, the plants 
and the entire planet. This is one reason 
why I spent as much time as I could in 
her Dhamma Dena centre in the Mojave 
Desert in Southern California.

Bettina: What brought you to Thay? 
What elements of the Plum Village 
tradition attracted you in particular? 
What changes did the PV tradition 
bring about in your life?

Annabelle: After twelve intensive 
years with Ruth I noticed that some-
thing was lacking in my practice, and 
this something had to do with commu-
nication. Although I had learned quite 
a bit from talks about ‘right speech’, 
you didn’t really get much chance to 
practice how to communicate with 
others in a wholesome loving way in 
silent retreats in the Vipassana tradi-
tion. I got to know Thay and Sister 
Chan Khong in 1992 at the European 
Buddhist Congress in Berlin, read all 
Thay’s books and practiced every day 
with his book ‘Sutra on the Full 
Awareness of Breathing’, when I was 
spending half a year in Dhamma Dena 

with Ruth. Two Dharma friends had 
already been to Plum Village, so in 
2000, a year after the death of my 
mother, I arrived in Plum Village for the 
first time for the large summer retreat.

The practice of deep listening in Dharma 
sharings, Beginning Anew and the 
peace contract gave me wonderful tools 
with which to practice healing forms 
of communication in my close and not 
so close relationships. And this had a 
profound effect upon my relationships. 
One of my favourite exercises included 
the sentence: ‘We commit ourselves 
to resolving all disputes, no matter 
how small’. I had, and have, many 
different opportunities to practice, be 
it in my relationship with my partner, 
in the relationships with the women 
I share a house with, in our Sangha 
‘Source of Compassion’, or with our 
neighbours etc.

I had already begun to teach meditation 
in 1989, before I met Thay, and held 
monthly meditation Sundays and intro-
duced the Dharma into my yoga groups. 
I also led meditation retreats in the 
Vispassana tradition in Berlin at the 
‘Haus der Stille’ and in ‘Waldhaus’.

Once I got to know the Plum Village 
practice, I included more and more ele-

ments in my own teaching. The most 
beautiful outcome of a retreat was 
when people came together as a sangha. 
When I was helping to build up the 
‘Source of Compassion’ in Berlin and it 
became clear that it would not become 
a monastic centre, I began, together 
with two members of the small 
Vietnamese sangha, to start a weekly 
sangha. After I became a Dharma 
teacher in 2004, together with members 
of the Order of Interbeing such as 
Bettina and Kai Romhardt, Steffi Höltje, 
Margret de Backere and Nel Houtman, I 
began to introduce monthly mindful-
ness courses at the ‘Source’, and also 
gave retreats there.

When I began in the Plum Village tra-
dition, I didn’t find Dharma sharing so 
easy; I also loved the silent togetherness 
from my Vipassana times. This can be 
very beautiful; however, with time I 
also experienced how I began to devel-
op a deep interest in other people and a 
joy in our togetherness.

The practice of touching the earth also 
helped me a lot to understand the na-
ture of interbeing in simple and easy 
way. Above all, I liked Thay’s example 
that the flower consists of non-flower 
elements such as sunshine, rain, earth 
and wind. I could understand that a 
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human being was also made up of 
many different energies – human, ani-
mal, plant and all four elements. This 
led to the insight that we are simply a 
part of the great flow of life that has 
been flowing through all infinity. This 
helped to soften my fear of death, and I 
felt great gratitude for this precious 
teaching.

Bettina: Is there a particular subject 
that is particularly important to you at 
the moment? 

Annabelle: The animals. Already as a 
child I had a very close relationship with 
dogs and spent almost 19 years together 
with an adorable dachshund called 
Maxi. When many years ago I was asked 
to write an article about experiments 
with animals for ‘Buddhismus Aktuell’, 
my research brought me into contact 
with the unimaginable suffering that 
humans inflict upon animals. A friend 

who proofread the article said to me: ‘I 
can’t bear to deal with this suffering.’ 

It was the same for me too, but I 
thought: ‘I can’t give up, I want to bring 
this into the public eye in order to help 
the animals.’

After that the subject just wouldn’t go 
away, and I began to focus on factory 
farming, animals in zoos and circuses, 
and in hunts etc. 

During this time the fourth and seventh 
trainings of the Fourteen Mindfulness 
Trainings of the Order of Interbeing 
helped me a great deal. The fourth 
states that we should become con-
sciously aware of the suffering in the 
world. And in the seventh we read that 
we should dwell happily in the present 
moment and touch ‘the wondrous, re-
freshing, and healing elements that are 
inside and around us, in all situations.’ 

These two trainings have become like 
precious gems to me, above all when I 
take part in demonstrations with the 
animal rights movement like last year 
at the slaughterhouse in Perleberg 
where we bid a loving farewell to pigs 
on their way to slaughter, and also with 
the ‘silent lines’ against factory farm-
ing. I feel my breath, I see how the 
clouds pass by in the sky, am aware of 
all the wonderful people around me 
who are here to do something against 
the monstrous suffering of animals.

I also try to utilise the possibilities open 
to me, such as writing the brochure 
‘Animals feel just like we do’, to help 
open the hearts of other people to the 
subject.

Bettina Romhardt

This article helps us to develop a peaceful and loving 
lifestyle where we can use our eyes and ears to understand 
the interconnectedness of ourselves and animals. A main 
practice in Buddhist ethics states that we should cause no 
harm, through our way of consumption, to any being with 
whom we share the planet.

About the author: Annabelle Zin-
ser leads the buddhist meditation 
center, „Quelle des Mitgefühls“ 
in Berlin-Hermsdorf. She is a 
Dharma teacher in the tradition 
of Vietnamese Zen master Thich 
Nhat Hanh and in the tradition of 
the German-American Vipassana 
teacher Ruth Denison.  
She is also a member of the Or-
der of Interbeing.

Animals

are sentient beings just 
like us

English
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Mindfulness in Schools

Eleven years ago I began work as a 
teacher in an International Peace School 
that had just been founded. It was a 
school that had dedicated itself to an 
alternative approach to schooling and 
was courageously seeking new ways to 
run a school. As a peace school it of-
fered religious education, which includ-
ed not just Christianity, Judaism and 
Islam, but also Buddhism. To begin with 
I only taught the latter at elementary 
level, but later, as the school grew, at 
advanced level too.

It was work that I enjoyed enormously 
and forced me to find ways to talk 
about Buddhism that were easy enough 
for young people to grasp whilst also 
being interesting enough to motivate 
them to listen and participate. Alongside 
the history and teachings of Buddhism, 
meditation and mindfulness also fea-
tured prominently in my classes. The 
majority of pupils were happy to engage 
with these topics and exercises, and 
wanted times of stillness and 
meditation.

Mindfulness was and is very much in 
demand from colleagues and parents, 
however, as I discovered, the practice 
lags some way behind the theory. At 
times of crisis, which unfortunately our 
school was not spared, I would have 
wished for a culture of loving speech. 
Regrettably, at these times the commu-
nication tended to be unmindful and 
unnecessarily aggressive and hurtful. It 
also occurred to me that more than a 
little of the hectic and stress that teach-
ers and pupils had to put up with could 
have been avoided through 
mindfulness.

From the secular side, i.e. independently 
of religion and Buddhism, trainings and 
teaching modules have been developed 

for mindfulness in schools. At the fore-
front was MBSR (Mindful Based Stress 
Reduction) from Jon Kabat Zinn. 
Intrigued, I began to study the different 
approaches and was inspired by the 
thought of teaching mindfulness not 
just as part of religious education but as 
something for teachers and all those 
involved in running the school, which 
could encompass all subjects and the 
entire school day.

In 2017, following a severe crisis, our 
school was taken over by new owners 
and subsequently also received a new 
conceptual focus, with the result that I 
lost my job for half a year. I used this 
time for an intensive study of the dif-
ferent models for mindful schools, un-
dertook further training on the subject 
and studied the academic research on 
mindfulness, empathy and social intel-
ligence. At congresses and symposia I 
was fascinated by the virtually inex-
haustible number of academic publica-
tions and investigations, and their 
consistently positive results. 

 
Mindfulness in schools is enormously 
useful for teachers and pupils, and 
contributes to the development of an 
open and life-affirmative atmosphere 
– also in cases where the usual school 
structures cannot be dismantled and the 
almost unbridgeable conflicts of inter-
est cannot be resolved. Pupils can not 
only learn better and deal with their 
emotions more wisely, known as ‘emo-
tional intelligence’, they are also more 
open to empathy and compassion. This 
fits in very well with the new learning 
objectives put forward by those who 
today maintain that schools’ former 
emphasis on transmitting knowledge is 
outdated due to the effects of digitaliza-
tion and artificial intelligence. Rather, 

the development of emotional and so-
cial intelligence should be given priority 
so that the next generation can learn to 
deal appropriately with the digital 
world and the ever increasing capabili-
ties of artificial intelligence.

Despite the abundance of material and 
the range of offers for further training, 
teaching of this subject in schools, in 
particular in Germany, has not made 
much progress. A few pilot projects 
have been initiated, and some coura-
geous and committed schools have be-
gun to integrate mindfulness into their 
schools. For those who are interested in 
these, I recommend the film ‘The Silent 
Glow – Recovering the Present’ from 
Anja Krug-Metzinger (link: Trailer). 
Also, very well-known is Vera 
Kaltwasser, who teaches mindfulness to 
trainee teachers as part of their training 
and has published several prac-
tice-based books on mindfulness in 
schools. In 2016, in North-Rhine-
Westphalia, there was a pilot project 
over several years at 15 primary schools 
in Soling in which the teachers were 
schooled in mindfulness before subse-
quently teaching it to pupils. 

Amongst the Order of Interbeing mem-
bers there are also several members who 
are very interested in the subject of 
mindfulness in schools. Recently, the 
Order member Susanne Krämer pub-
lished a very readable book: ‘Wache 
Schule: Mit Achtsamkeit zu Ruhe und 
Präsenz’ (Wide-Awake Schools: Calm 
and Presence through Mindfulness). The 
‘Wake up School’ movement has arisen 
out of the larger Thay Sangha, and is 
also seeking to become active in 
Germany. The movement ‘Happy 
Teachers Change the World’ is more 
widely known and the Order members 
Tineke Spruytenburg and Miles 

http://www.realfictionfilme.de/filme/das-stille-leuchten/index.php?id=130
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Dunmore give regular courses as part of 
this. 

What I like about the ‘Buddhist’ ap-
proaches is that they teach the real 
depth of mindfulness, encompassing 
the whole personality and can help de-
velop it. How can I get out of my rigid-
ity, my fear or ignorance? How can I 
become gentler, friendlier and open for 
empathy? Questions which belong to a 
holistic mindfulness practice and de-
serve answers.

At the end of 2018, together with others 
committed to the cause, I founded the 
‘TAB – Team Achtsamkeit im Bildungs-
wesen’ (Team for Mindfulness in 
Education), to train teachers in mind-

fulness, build a network of teachers and 
offer corresponding information events. 
The first courses have already taken 
place, including at the EIAB. You can 
find further information at: Link. 
Contact: tab.koeln@gmx.de.

In the face of the great wealth of 
time-consuming and at times extremely 
complex offers, books and publications, 
I would like to remind us that mindful-
ness is something very simple and very 
personal that each of us can generate 
and practice immediately, anywhere at 
any time. Thay put it like this: 
‘Remember to remember.’ This act of 
remembering, sometimes through a 
sound of the bell, allows us to stop for 
a moment, perhaps takes 3 deep breaths 

and become aware of the moment, en-
joy it and give ourselves a smile. I 
would like to encourage you, teacher or 
not, to begin right away and not wait 
for a long and often very expensive 
course. When we are mindful, we auto-
matically radiate this energy and don’t 
need any special methods or strategies. 
To begin with it is enough to have some 
confidence in ourselves, and with a 
little patience and perseverance every-
one around will notice that there are 
more and longer moments of calm and 
peace. 

Werner Heidenreich 
Member of the Order of Interbeing since 1996

http://www.team-achtsamkeit.de
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In mindful photography we experience 
this process as part of our photographic 

Look Deeply!
Portrait Photography and Mindfulness Practice

Thich Nhat Hanh never ceases to invite 
us to ‘look deeply‘. For Thay this way of 
looking is an important element of our 
practice that helps us recognise the true 
nature of our fellow human beings. 

This act of recognition goes far beyond 
the mere external appearance that we 
see at first glance or in the usual poses 
of portrait photography. If my partner 
allows me to look deeply, he or she also 
allows me to look behind the mask 
which they use to protect themselves in 
everyday life. Body and face begin to 
speak to me, reveal the marks life has 
left, and lead me to the present expres-
sion. In this way I gain an intuitive 
feeling not just for their face, but for 
their entire being, and within me under-
standing and compassion can arise.

This process takes place without any 
words – just respectful looking. It con-
tains the basis for all true communica-
tion: resonance and awareness of our 
interbeing.

The one who looks 

deeply

and the one who is 

looked at deeply 

are both by nature 

empty

Therefore the communi-

cation between them

is inexpressibly perfect

mindfulness practice: we create a secure 
and safe space in which we can look at 
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each other with an open heart, 
show ourselves in the present 
moment and give our partner a 
photo of us. We experience portrait 
photography as a process of com-
munication and as a deep encoun-
ter in which we recognise ourselves 
and each other – and show our 
hearts.

I regard everything that I receive 
through looking as a gift that 
triggers a reaction in me and in-
fluences me in my role as photog-
rapher. Every look, every change 
of gesture or expression, every 
wrinkle, every smile and every tear 
offer an impulse. And these in turn 
shape my own experience and the 
way I accept the gift of the other 
person. Throughout the entire 
photographic process, moment by 
moment, a unique connection 
arises between us and we experi-
ence our existential bond as hu-
man beings. 

In late autumn 2018 I offered a 
course in mindful portrait photog-
raphy at the EIAB for the first 
time. For me, as course leader, it 
was very moving to experience the 
joy and lightness that arose 
amongst the participants, as they 
experienced mutual respect and 
understanding in both roles (pho-
tographer and model). Nobody 
needed to be anything ‘special’ or 
a ‘good photographer’; there was 
no need to pose – we simply shared 
the joy of our meeting and in 
portrait photography.

For all of us, these were four days 
in which, with ease and depth, we 
experienced and celebrated the 
harmony and joy of our being. The 
remarkably positive feedback from 
participants and their impressive 
photos inspired me to continue on 
the path of mindful photography. 
My heart is grateful for these 
wonderful encounters.

Klaus H. Schick,  
Vibrant Wisdom of the Heart
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20 Years 
Intersein-Zentrum  
(Interbeing-Centre)

Inspiration

‘We need to establish retreat/practice 
centres where we can go from time to 
time to renew ourselves. The features of 
the landscape, the buildings, even the 
sound of the bell can be designed to re-
mind us to return to awareness.’1

When Thay first set out his vision in 
1994, it was clearly too early for his 
students. A practice centre outside of 
Plum Village, without Thay and the 
monastic sisters and brothers – un-
imaginable! It wasn’t until Thay intro-
duced the term ‘MPC-mindfulness-
practice-center‘2 during a retreat in 
America in 1997 and clarified what he 
meant that it really sank in. One MPC 
arose spontaneously in the USA and 
the idea began to resonate with us too. 
Us – that was Karl Schmied, and Helga 
and Karl Riedl. Karl Schmied had be-

1 The complete original text from Thay can be 
found on our homepage- ‘Über uns- Geschichte 
as PDF download

2 See footnote 1

gun to devote himself to Thay and his 
teachings in 1988, accompanied him 
on all his travels and organized his 
retreats in Germany. Helga and Karl 
Riedl had already been living in Plum 
Village for five years and were firmly 
anchored in the Sangha. They had 
built up ‘West Hamlet’, the first, small 
lay centre that was part of Plum 
Village and were in charge of it for the 
large summer retreats and at Christmas 
and New Year. Together with a 
Vietnamese lay sister, they were then 
given responsibility for running 
‘Lower Hamlet’ for a year as a ‘lay 
hamlet’. 

Karl Schmidt asked us ‘Why don’t we 
set up a lay practice centre in Germany? 
You’ve lived here, led the practice, taken 
responsibility, so you have enough ex-
perience. And you clearly enjoy com-
munity life.’ We agreed!

The Ambience

‘The features of the landscape, the 
buildings, even the sound of the bell can 

be designed to remind us to return to 
awareness.’

Inspired by this vision we found and 
acquired a virtually ideal property in 
Lower Bavaria in 1998, close to the 
Bavarian Forest: the ‘house in the 
woods’, a former guest house with a 
large number of rooms. It was sponta-
neously rechristened ‘Haus Maitreya’. 
Situated at the edge of a forest, protect-
ed by large spruces and beech trees 
cradling a picturesque clearing, and 
with a wonderful open view to the 
south and east, the entire area exuded 
peace and calm.

 The constant mindfulness practice of 
many people has gradually and steadily 
created a palpable living ‘field of con-
sciousness’. When you arrive, you im-
mediately feel at home. The mind calms 
down in an entirely natural way, leaving 
hurry and worries behind leaving space 
for peace of mind to arise. This atmo-
sphere is the first, important, compo-
nent of the Practice Centre. People can 
easily devote themselves to the practice 



20 Years Intersein-Zentrum (Interbeing-Centre) | 37 

and even the first meal in stillness and 
mindfulness can be a deep enriching 
experience.

A significant aspect of the practice is 
‘mindful working’, in which practi-
tioners bring their mindfulness and care 
to the tasks waiting to be done in the 
house or garden. ‘Work’ in the garden, 
contact with the earth, the plants and 
flowers is for many people, above all, a 
powerful experience. A long lost feeling 
of being ‘grounded’ unfolds. During 
‘mindful work’ the bell is invited at 
regular intervals to invite us to come 
home to ourselves and experience two 
minutes of peace and stability. For some 
years this has then be rounded off at the 
end of the morning with a ‘be-in/shar-
ing circle’, which gives space for ‘living 
in community’ and to share personal 
experiences.

The Community

‘The residential community there does 
not need to be large. Ten or fifteen 
people who emanate freshness and 
peace, the fruits of living in awareness, 
are enough.’

After a year of renovation work, we 
moved into the large house in 1999 
with two other friends. Small begin-
nings – but what a great gift to have 
Eva and Jan, two other deeply commit-
ted friends, with us. And so we began 
with the practice and the same daily 
routine as in Plum Village: meditation, 
meals in silence, walking meditation. 
The focus of our daily life was and is: 
the Dharma and the practice. There was 
and still is a great deal to do: running a 
large centre, leading retreats and being 
present for guests. There is one guiding 
principle: never, not even in difficult or 
seemingly critical situations, put the 
practice aside, skip the planned Dharma 
activities!

Thanks to the constant and clear prac-
tice, the small community became in-
creasingly stable, and new members 
joined. People felt attracted by the 
concentrated but light atmosphere. 
Sometimes it can be very challenging to 

live, practice and work as a small group 
in continual contact with one another. 
Not everyone has a deep longing for a 
profound and fundamental transforma-
tion. Different ideas and wishes – at 
first unconsciously – begin to surface 
with time. So, community members 
stay for a shorter or longer time and 
then continue on life’s path strength-
ened and more focused. 

This dynamic made it clear to us – 
Helga and Karl – that we needed to let 
go of our idea of a long-term and con-
stant community. The model of a mo-
nastic sangha cannot be transposed on 
to lay people, for whom, despite the 
great longing for community, a culture 
of individualism and self-development 
stands in the foreground.

In recent years a different vision of 
community has become clearer and 
more concrete. People who come to a 
practice centre to live and practice now 
have different priorities. In particular 
young people are increasingly aware of 
the possibility of transcending the 
conditioned mind, and its survival in-
stinct, to reach a higher consciousness. 
They have read and heard enough 
spiritual teachings – including Buddhist 
ones – what they are seeking is practical 
experience. So, community is always 
the community of those who are here 
and practise in this moment. Every 
morning we gather as a community, 
connect in a circle, greet the new day of 
practice and living together. Every indi-
vidual is seen, acknowledged, guided 
through the day’s practice and structure, 
and given a chance to say good-bye 
when it is time to leave. To be accepted 
just the way we are, to live in an atmo-
sphere of gentleness, harmony and trust 
is for many people a deep experience. 
They find and receive the space to let go 
of their armour and open themselves to 
others – often for the first time in their 
lives!

The next Step—the ‘Wonder of We’

‘Two thousand, five hundred years ago, 
the Buddha Shakyamuni predicted that 
the next Buddha will be named Maitreya, 

the “Buddha of Love.” I think the 
Buddha of Love may be born as a com-
munity and not just as an individual.’

With this vision Thay pointed to the 
next step in human development, which 
arises logically and practically from our 
spiritual practice. Deep insight into the 
nature of being, of ‘interbeing’, leads to 
a completely new way of ‘being togeth-
er’. Our focus on our fundamental con-
nection with all of life manifests in the 
wish to practice and rise above the 
limitations of our conditioned mind, 
and to attain a higher state of con-
sciousness. Our actions are no longer 
determined by the ego, which does not 
however mean that we lose our individ-
uality in the normal sense; rather, we 
liberate the true creative power of each 
one of us by overcoming our self-cen-
tredness, so that a ‘greater sense of us’ 
can arise.

This is what we increasingly observe, 
even if it is often tentative and uncer-
tain and demands encouragement and 
role models. We are still bound to ar-
chaic social forms, held together by 
religious affiliations, family relation-
ships, common interests etc., which 
seek security and protection in closed, 
isolated groups. In contrast, Thay shows 
us a path, a path we want to take, and 
that leads to an opening, an enlarging 
of our I-consciousness. Practising to-
gether, living in ways that express our 
basic human goodwill towards each 
other, we will take and foster the next 
steps towards higher levels of 
consciousness.

20 years – a path on which the Dharma 
has safely guided as through many 
highs and lows, and always sent a 
Bodhisattva to support us at just the 
right moment. 

Looking back we can see a development 
that will continue into the future. We 
are confident of that and invite you to 
share the path with us.

Helga und Karl Riedl 
Intersein-Zentrum Hohenau
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Gross Family Happiness,

The family is the most important unit 
within society. It is the context that has 
the strongest impact on each one of us 
because relationships with parents and 
siblings are constitutive of all later hu-
man relationships. The family can be a 
place of warmth, love, trust and securi-
ty, but unfortunately it is also the place 
where a lot of our suffering and trauma 
originate. Bringing happiness to the 
family, therefore, creates the strongest 
possible foundation both for personal 
and societal happiness.

I recently had the opportunity of facili-
tating a GNH retreat for just one family. 
It was a deeply moving experience to 
see how, by focusing on the question of 
happiness, family members were able to 
transform patterns of behaviour that 
had created suffering, and open up to 
each other in a much more authentic 
way. Too often we overlook those clos-
est to us because we wrongly think that 
we already know them. We rarely take 
the time to listen properly to their true 
feelings and experiences. The most 
fundamental practice within a family is 
simply to take sufficient time to be to-
gether, without any agenda other than 
sharing and listening. In many families 
this rarely happens, and with the rapid 
spreading of technological devices this 
situation has worsened considerably. It 
always troubles me when I see a family 
sitting together in a restaurant, each 

member staring at their smartphone 
instead of speaking with each other.  

Mindful Parenting

When our own children were still 
young, my wife and I made the con-
scious choice not to have a television at 
home, so that we could spend the eve-
nings interacting with each other, rather 
than staring at a screen. 

It became a habit that every evening 
once the homework had been done, we 
would play music together (both our 
children played the violin, my wife 
played the harp and I played the flute) 
or games or read books together. I re-
member vividly one summer holiday in 
Denmark, where we read the whole of 
Lord of the Rings together as a family. 
During the day, we would act out in the 
nearby forest the scenes that we had 
read the previous evening, and each 
evening we would sit by a campfire 
reading for hours on end. We were so 
thrilled by the plot that it was difficult 
to stop reading and go to bed. 

Now both grown up, our children have 
their own children, but they enjoyed 
their childhood so much that they have 
continued the tradition of not having 
televisions at home, instead preferring 
to play games and music and read long 
books as a family. It is often said that 
young people do not read anymore, but 
I have observed from my children and 
grandchildren that if the culture of 
reading has been instilled from early 
on, children naturally become avid 
readers. Once a child discovers the 
magic of the imaginative world of 
books, it opens up a whole new world 
of fantasy and freedom that can never 
be acquired in the classroom alone. 

The quality of time we spend with our 
children is probably the most important 
preparation we can give them for their 

future life. Most parents want the best 
for their children but in our consumerist 
society, too often we mistake ‘the best’ 
with material toys or gadgets. Spending 
time together — sharing, listening, 
playing, reading, walking in nature — is 
the most precious gift we can offer our 
children. When we understand how 
children develop, we realise that for the 
first six or seven years, the most im-
portant educational dimension is the 
environment in which the child lives. In 
the first part of the book we described 
the mirror neurons that enable human 
beings from birth onwards to perceive 
intuitively the inner world of the people 
around them. Just like a sponge, a 
young child soaks up whatever happens 
in his or her surroundings, absorbing 
the colour of any liquid it is immersed 
into. Being a parent, therefore, is about 
nurturing children and, according to 
Buddhist psychology, there are four 
kinds of nutriments that nourish the 
human being. Being mindful of all these 
different nutriments is of utmost impor-
tance for the development of our 
children. 

Excerpt from the book  
(available from autumn 2019 onwards: 
Dr. Ha Vinh Tho: Der Glücksstandard –  
Wie wir Bhutans Bruttonationalglück  
praktisch umsetzen können
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Trainings in Diversity  
and Inclusion

The Stupa of Inclusivity that stands in 
the park of the EIAB, constructed using 
stone pillars from the Nazi era, is a 
wonderful symbol of the transformation 
of an ignorant, self-righteous nar-
row-mindedness into universal under-
standing and brotherhood and 
sisterhood. 

Inclusivity describes a non-discriminat-
ing mind, an open mind that is always 
willing to learn, to broaden its perspec-
tive to include the views of others, to 
keep the door of the heart open. People 
from all over the world, with different 
cultural, family and social backgrounds, 
identities and experiences come to our 
courses, sanghas and communities. 

The spontaneous, unconscious reaction 
to what is foreign is rejection. The bell 
of inclusiveness, in contrast, makes no 
distinctions and invites everyone. In 
everyday life it is this spirit of inclu-
siveness that we need to cultivate. 

To help us move towards this goal the 
‘World Beat Sangha’ in San Diego, 
California has developed the ‘7 
Trainings of the Mind in Diversity’ 
based on a text by Larry Yang, and just 
like the 5 and the 14 mindfulness train-
ings they are recited regularly. I believe 
that these practices could also be of 
benefit on our path towards ever more 
inclusiveness.1

Jan-Michael Ehrhardt,  
True Practice of Harmony

1 These trainings can be found in their original 
form in the ‘The New Sangha Handbook (2012) 

at www.thichnhathanhfoundation.org/
sangha-building-resources’. 

The 7 Trainings of the Mind of 

Diversity

1. Aware of the suffering caused by 
imposing one’s own opinions or 
cultural beliefs upon another human 
being, I undertake the training to 
refrain from forcing others, in any 
way — through authority, threat, fi-
nancial incentive, or indoctrination—
to adopt my own belief system. I 
commit to respecting every human 
being’s right to be different, while 
working towards the elimination of 
sufferings of all beings.

2. Aware of the suffering caused by 
invalidating or denying another 
person’s experience, I undertake the 
training to refrain from making as-
sumptions or judging harshly any 
beliefs and attitudes that are different 
or not understandable from my own. 
I commit to being open-minded and 
accepting of other points of view, 
and I commit to meeting each per-
ceived difference in another person 
with kindness, respect, and a willing-
ness to learn more about their world 
view.

3. Aware of the suffering caused by the 
violence of treating someone as infe-
rior or superior to one’s own self, I 
undertake the training to refrain 
from diminishing or idealizing the 
work, integrity, and happiness of any 
human being. Recognizing that my 
true nature is not separate from 
others, I commit to treating each 
person that comes into my con-
sciousness with the same loving 
kindness, care, and equanimity that I 
would bestow upon a beloved bene-
factor or dear friend.

4. Aware of the suffering caused by 
intentional or unintentional acts of 
rejection, exclusion, avoidance, or 

indifference towards people who are 
culturally, physically, sexually, or 
economically different from me, I 
undertake the training to refrain 
from isolating myself to people of 
similar backgrounds as myself and 
from being only with people who 
make me feel comfortable. I commit 
to searching out ways to diversify 
my relationships and increase my 
sensitivity towards people of differ-
ent cultures, ethnicities, sexual ori-
entations, ages, physical abilities, 
genders, and economic means.

5. Aware of the suffering caused by the 
often unseen nature of privilege, and 
the ability of privilege to benefit a 
select population over others, I un-
dertake the training to refrain from 
exploiting any person or group, in 
any way including economically, 
sexually, intellectually, or culturally. 
I commit to examine with wisdom 
and clear comprehension the ways 
that I have privilege in order to de-
termine skilful ways of using privi-
lege for the benefit of all beings, and 
I commit to the practice of generosity 
in all aspects of my life and towards 
all human beings, regardless of cul-
tural, ethnic, racial, sexual, age, 
physical, or economic differences.

6. Aware of the suffering caused to 
myself and others by fear and anger 
during conflict or disagreement, I 
undertake the training to refrain 
from reacting defensively, using 
harmful speech because I feel injured, 
or using language or cognitive argu-
ment to justify my sense of rightness. 
I commit to communicate and ex-
press myself mindfully, speaking 
truthfully from my heart with pa-
tience and compassion. I commit to 
practice genuine and deep listening 
to all sides of a dispute, and to re-



40 | Trainings in Diversity and Inclusion

main in contact with my highest in-
tentions of recognizing the Buddha 
nature within all beings.

7. Aware of the suffering caused by the 
ignorance of misinformation and the 
lack of information that aggravate 
fixed views, stereotypes, the stigma-
tizing of a human being as ‘other’, 
and the marginalization of cultural 

groups, I undertake the training to 
educate myself about other cultural 
attitudes, worldviews, ethnic tradi-
tions, and life experiences outside of 
my own. 

I commit to be curious with humility 
and openness, to recognize with com-
passion the experience of suffering in 

all beings, and to practice sympathetic 
joy when encountering the many differ-
ent cultural expressions of happiness 
and celebration around the world.
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An  
MBSR Teacher  

at the EIAB

Last winter my wife Trix returned from 
a short retreat at the meditation centre 
Beatenberg in Switzerland, where she 
was able to get to know Song Nghiem 
and Thay Phap An as Dharma teachers. 
She was deeply moved by their warmth 
and the way they embodied and lived 
the idea of interbeing. 

For many years now mindfulness has 
been a major theme in our lives. I 
completed the training as an MBSR 
teacher in Freiburg im Breisgau and for 
many years have been regularly offer-
ing 8 week courses. Naturally, Thich 
Nhat Hanh occupies a very important 
role as pioneer in the field of applied 
mindfulness in the training of Jon 
Kabat Zinn, however many teachers 
only associate him with walking medi-
tation. The fundamental exercises/
meditations do indeed have their roots 
in Vipassana meditation, and from 
week to week course participants learn 
more and more about how to advance 
from observing the breath towards the 
field of open, panoramic awareness. 
One important element in formal daily 
practice from day one is the body scan. 

My life had been characterised for years 
by a continuous journey of discovery 
about my own mind, as well as valuable 
experiences and interactions with 
course participants. 

And suddenly, everything was different. 
From one day to the next, from one 
breath to the next, shortly before 
Christmas I was confronted with a 
cancer diagnosis. One examination 
followed another, then came the first 
surgical interventions to remove the 
metastases that had already formed. 

I began the process with great optimism 
and confidence, and made diligent use 
of my formal meditation techniques. 
Deep in my heart I could suddenly feel 
innumerable theory elements from my 
MBSR teacher-training curriculum. 
Wow, mindfulness works! Without be-
ing overly fearful I began to take a 
deeper look at mortality. Suddenly, 
death was being discussed in a much 
more real form, also with my wife Trix. 

In January I began with the first hospi-
talised chemotherapy, and the medita-
tion cushion was, of course, part of my 
luggage. When my fellow patients be-

came a bit restless, I chose to do walking 
meditation in the hospital corridor. 
Soon after came the radiation of my 
skull, and I could approach this proce-
dure with a great deal of equanimity 
and peace.

 Then, from week to week, things got 
more difficult. I experienced strong 
pain in my head which could not be 
controlled despite large amounts of 
medication. In addition, because of the 
chemotherapy I suffered from nausea 
for weeks on end. Within a short time I 
could neither meditate sitting nor lying. 
Looking back I recall with shivers in my 
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spine the moment when I decided to 
find relief with the body scan – only to 
experience a panic attack instead.

I lost my mindfulness, not more and not 
less. Within a few days it was no longer 
possible to collect myself for even a 
couple of breaths. Old conditioning 
broke through, and cracks began to 
appear that I thought I had long re-
paired. I was almost in despair and was 
in a vigorous discussion with my mind-
fulness teacher. In one mail Paul men-
tioned a certain Abraham Kleinman, 
who helped people with severe illnesses 
to understand their ‘state of health’ 
rather than the ‘diagnosis’. (This is the 
difference between the lived experience 
and all the surrounding medical, bio-
logical explanations, treatments etc.) 
Amongst other things, he wrote:

Nothing intensifies the experience of 
what is important in life more than a 
serious illness. Perhaps the illness is like 
a very unwelcome and uncomfortable 
guest (like the thief in Rumi’s guest 
house) who makes everything appear 
strange, however also offers the chance 

to begin anew with the experience of 
life. 

Despite great pain and insecurity I de-
cided to come to the ‘Cultivating 
Relationships’ retreat at the EIAB. My 
wife Trix had registered weeks previ-
ously, and in our discussions we came 
to the conclusion that we wanted to 
take part together. She promised to 
drive the 500 kilometres back home 
with me if my physical and mental 
condition demanded it. We decided for 
the first time to take part in a retreat 
together. The subject was particularly 
apposite for us at that moment. 

The retreat in Waldbröl suddenly 
opened doors for me once again, and I 
began to ‘experience’ things anew. The 
Sangha and especially the interactions 
with Song Nghiem and Thay Phap An 
returned the dandelion smile to my lips. 
In his book ‘Peace is Every Step’, Thich 
Nhat Hanh describes the dandelion in a 
wonderful way. Within a few hours I 
learned to accept the present moment 
with great friendship and compassion, 
and breath by breath to invite it into my 

experience (as well as I could). Through 
this somewhat different form of breath-
ing meditation I once again took over 
control. I no longer persevered as a 
passive, still observer of what was 
happening at that moment; rather, I 
began, with a lot of friendliness, to in-
vite my consciousness to anchor itself 
in the present moment once again. (As 
you certainly know, we often have little 
control over whether our wishes and 
expectations will be fulfilled) But even 
so, I was still able to invite myself with 
friendliness, generosity and courage, to 
sit with this lack of control. 

I could feel a powerful energy in the 
community of brothers and sisters, 
which was fully in harmony with the 
concept of interbeing. Every sound of 
the bell inviting us to stop, revealed 
itself as a great gift. I experienced a 
‘lived Buddhism’, far removed from 
rigid structures and controls. Everyone 
there takes responsibility for what they 
do or do not do. Mindfulness practiced 
with profound depth which erases the 
boundaries between ‘I’ and ‘thou’. A 
quote from Rumi often came to mind:

‘Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and 
rightdoing, there is a field. I’ll meet you 
there. When the soul lies down in that 
grass, the world is too full to talk about. 
Ideas, language, even the phrase “each 
other” doesn’t make any sense.’

We become one with each other and 
with nature. I will take the next steps in 
connection with my individual suffer-
ing and cancer in the knowledge that 
‘without mud there is no lotus’ and a 
‘cloud can never die’. Above all I will 
use the experience gained with regard 
to relationships and communication in 
my mindful interactions with my wife. 

I wish all readers the energy and cour-
age to embrace life with all its suffering, 
as much as you can. A big thank you to 
Sister Song Nghiem and Brother Thay 
Phap An, I/we will be coming back.

Best wishes

Sam
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The Ten Commandments – 
newly formulated

In accord with Thich Nhat Hanh’s 14 Mindfulness Trainings 

Sr. Chan Duc‘s annual retreat for the 
international Order of Interbeing and 
international Dharma teachers was held 
this year under the title ‘The Buddhist 
Contribution to a Global Ethic’. Friends 
from all over the world came to take 
part.

During one of her talks, Sr. Chan Duc 
spoke of an ethic based on divine 
commandments in contrast to a Bud-
dhist ethic based on human insight. 
She then gave us a text which at-
tempts to synthesize the Jewish Ten 
Command ments with Buddhist insights, 
especially Thich Nhat Hanh’s 14 
Mindfulness Trainings. https://intersein.
de/14_Achtsamkeitsuebungen-2012.pdf

These ‘Ten Principles for Living a Life 
of Integrity’ were first formulated 
by Rabbi Rami Shapiro, who was a 
Zen teacher for 10 years before 
becoming a rabbi. His 10 principles 
are very close to Thay’s mindfulness 
trainings, and were later taken up by 
other rabbis and reformulated once 
again. https://templeisraelomaha.com/
ten-principles-for-living-a-life-of-integrity/

Both the 14 Mindfulness Trainings and 
the Ten Commandments are a great 
source of inspiration for many people 
looking to live a life of integrity.

Here is an example of the Judaeo-
Christian First Commandment in its 
traditional form followed by the refor-
mulated version by Rabbi Rami Shapiro:

The First Commandment: I am the 
Lord, your God

The first principle for a life of integ-

rity: YHVH, the Unnamed and 
Unnameable Reality, is God, the Source 
and Substance of all Being and 
Becoming

Aware that the ego forever creates gods 
in its own image for its own profit, I 
vow to recognize all ideas about God as 
products of human culture, bound by 
history and circumstance, and forever 
incapable of defining and describing 

the Reality Beyond Naming. Aware that 
the human being is capable of encoun-
tering God and of articulating that en-
counter through myth, metaphor, art, 
and music, I vow to enter into dialogue 
with other faiths and their followers to 
appreciate and experience more fully 
the depth of human spirituality, insight, 
and creativity. In this way do I vow to 
establish a common bond with all 
spiritual seekers recognizing that we are 
each particularist practitioners of a 
Universal Truth.’

Lyn Fine and Sr. Bi Nghiem

https://intersein.de/14_Achtsamkeitsuebungen-2012.pdf
https://intersein.de/14_Achtsamkeitsuebungen-2012.pdf
https://templeisraelomaha.com/ten-principles-for-living-a-life-of-integrity/
https://templeisraelomaha.com/ten-principles-for-living-a-life-of-integrity/
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Inner Clarity, Inner Peace
Retreat in Palermo from 13th to 16th June 2019

The retreat offered by Thay Phap An 
and Sister Song Nghiem in June with 
the title ‘Inner Clarity, Inner Peace’ was 
a wonderful gift and a milestone for our 
growing practice community.

Over the last five years the Sangha has 
blossomed and from the small original 
group a growing community has 
emerged. From the very beginning, so-
cial commitment was a defining ele-
ment of our practice. A turning point 
came in 2015, when Kaira-Jewel gave a 
public talk followed by walking medi-
tation on the beach close to Palermo. 
She shared her deep insights about how 
to bring peace into the world by culti-
vating the conditions for inner harmo-
ny, and she introduced us to the 
teachings of Joanna Macey on ‘active 
hope’.

In 2017, there were three showings of 
the film ‘Walk with me’ in a city cinema, 
and before each showing there was 
sitting meditation. Every showing was 
sold out and brought a large circle of 
people in our city into contact with the 
Plum Village practice. 

Earlier in the same year, the visit of 
brothers Phap Bieu, Hue Truc, Phap Ban 
and Duc Tri gave us the opportunity to 
concentrate on the topic of social com-
mitment. The four brothers gave many 
public talks and offered a large retreat. 

Despite national immigration policies, 
Palermo is a very cosmopolitan city 
with large groups of Bengalis, 
Singhalese and Ghanaians. Even though 
the Mafia still wields great power, 
Palermo is experiencing a cultural re-

vival, in part due to the international 
attention evoked by the European 
Biennale Contemporary Art and its 
status as Italian Capital of Culture, as 
well as through the work of many 
people introducing cultural and social 
innovations. 

At the same time, at over 50 percent, 
the city has a shockingly high rate of 
unemployment amongst young people, 
and there are neighbourhoods charac-
terised by extreme poverty. 

In our Sangha, which is now one of the 
largest in Italy, we have more than ten 
different nationalities as well as differ-
ent generations. Many Sangha members 
are actively involved in social work, in 
social innovations, in professional 
healthcare or education. We have a 
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group focusing on the subject of mental 
health and thanks to the efforts of a 
growing number of young practitioners 
a Wake-Up group is in the process of 
being formed. From next year onwards, 
our Sangha will also take care of a 
network of smaller Sicilian practice 
communities, who will hold days of 
mindfulness together. 

Thay Phap An and Sister Song Nghiem 
have given us all their energy through-
out a very long and intensive practice 
weekend. Each day begins with several 
different Tai-Chi and Qi-Gong exercis-
es. In his Dharma talks Thay Phap An 
has imparted some of the deepest 
teachings of our tradition. He concen-
trated on the path of wisdom and 
compassion, exemplified by the steel 
cable in the EIAB stupa, and on the 
three doors of liberation, focusing on a 
close reading of the Sutra on the 
Dharma Seal. 

During the Dharma sharing the whole 
group shared one after the other. This 
gave us the chance to listen to many 
friends who don’t always feel entirely 
comfortable in the group. For our com-
munity it was a valuable opportunity to 
meet in a safe and secure space and to 
get to know each other better in an at-
mosphere of mutual trust. Many people 
shared about experiences of deep 
transformation. Some shared that they 
felt deeply connected with their own 
bodily sensations, and that for the first 
time they could feel compassion to-
wards their own bodies. A friend, who 
is new to the practice, said that he had 
focussed intensively on eating, and how 
much suffering and joy is contained in 
what we eat. Another friend developed 
new resources to deal with long-stand-
ing misunderstandings in his family 
and found the courage to make an im-
portant call. Many were deeply moved 
by the awareness of loved ones who 

suffer, and astonished at how prevalent 
suffering is, yet at the same time heart-
ened by the energy that can be produced 
by sharing the pain and sorrow we all 
experience. 

The entire community was extremely 
moved by the beauty of the formal tea 
ceremony and the awareness that ev-
eryone contributed to this beauty by 
being present and mindful of every 
movement. The precious presence of 
Thay Phap An and Sister Song Nghiem, 
Brother Phap Lich, Sister Pho Nghiem 
and Sister Trang Thanh Tuu gave us a 
sense of receiving the strong support of 
the international community of the 
Order of Interbeing and the monastic 
Sangha of the EIAB. We feel honoured 
and grateful. 

Andrea Libero  
True Lamp of the Vulture Peak 
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Retreat “time limited ordination,  
 being a novice at EIAB”

everything. In addition, there were two 
big events at the EIAB: The Rose Festival 
on Mother’s Day on May 12 and Vesak 
celebration on May 19 2019. 

The group from Hong Kong landed on 
07.05. at Frankfurt Airport. Other 
friends had already arrived the day be-
fore. To give the participants the oppor-
tunity to get to know each other, we 
undertook a day trip to Burg Eltz an der 
Mosel on 8 May. In doing so, we also 
fulfilled the wish of the group from 
Hong Kong to relax for a day after their 
long journey before they entered ascetic 
life. 

Therefore we planned the ceremony of 
the transmission of the Novice Precepts 
for 9 May 2019. As a precaution we had 
consulted the Venerable Hoa Thuong 
Thich Tri Minh in Norway about the 
date, because a good date for the trans-
mission ceremony would give the 

According to Asian belief, as Buddhist 
monks or nuns we can earn spiritual 
merit, which we can dedicate to our 
parents and ancestors. Therefore, many 
Asians would like to be ordained for a 
certain period of time, because for 
family reasons and due to their profes-
sions they cannot be monks and nuns 
all their lives. From 06.05 to 19.05.2019 
the EIAB organized a retreat called 
“Novice”.

Since 2006 Thay Phap An has been a 
regular visitor to Hong Kong to teach 
the Dharma. Many people from the 
Hong Kong Sangha appreciate him very 
much and, with all their heart, wish to 
become his disciples. At the retreat in 
Thailand in 2017, the “Golden Age” 
Sangha from Hong Kong once again 
expressed its heartfelt desire for a 
time-limited novitiate with Thay Phap 
An. 

Thay Phap An then organized this spe-
cial retreat for two weeks this May at 
the EIAB. A total of 23 friends* took 
part in this retreat: 14 from Hong Kong, 
8 from Vietnam and 1 from Germany. 

The prerequisite for participation in this 
retreat was that the participants had 
taken the 5 mindfulness trainings in the 
tradition of Plum-village and then 
practiced with a Sangha in the Plum-
village tradition for several years and 
that they received a recommendation 
from their local Sangha. 

Since this was the first time we had 
organized this type of retreat at the 
EIAB, we were all very tense and excit-
ed. On the one hand we were all very 
excited about it, on the other hand we 
were worried that, with so many cere-
monies and with the weekend courses 
that ran parallel to it, we could not do 



Retreat “time limited ordination, being a novice at EIAB” | 47 

monks and nuns a lot of luck and 
blessings for their spiritual path. The 
Venerable Hoa Thuong Thich Tri Minh 

pointed out the best day for the ceremo-
ny: the 10th of May. We thank our 
Venerable Hoa Thuong Thich Tri Minh 

very much for the success of the retreat 
and for bringing so much transforma-
tion and healing! 

Everything had to be very well orga-
nized for the retreat so that all novices 
were satisfied: Not too much program 
and yet not too little so that the novices 
could learn as much as possible and 
benefit from it. In our center 
`Plumvillage Thailand´ there is also 
such a program, which lasts 3 months 
however and not just 2 weeks like in the 
EIAB. For a “normal” monastic novice 
the training time amounts to 3–4 years, 
now it would be only 10 days for the 
novices on time! They had therefore to 
learn a great deal in a short time. 

During the preparation for the retreat 
we, the monks and nuns, were very 
tense and excited, because we did not 
have yet any experience with the orga-
nization of such retreats. 

Thay Phap An would give the Dharma 
lectures, but who is in charge of the 
novices, who are their mentors, who 
teaches the novice rules and monastic 
behavior, who teaches them the rituals 
and chanting? Fortunately during this 
time, our Sister Doan-Nghiem was with 
us and we were very happy that she 
agreed to lead the novice-class. 

The entire EIAB sangha, monks and 
nuns as well as friends of the EIAB, 

Novices of the  
time limited ordination
List of Ordinees

Dharma Names

01 Sr. Biển Khinh An (Dương Thị Hiệp)
02 Br. Biển Quang Minh (Trần Quang Ngọc)
03 Sr. Biển An Nhàn (Nguyễn Thị Thể Tần)
04 Sr. The Ocean of Joyful Beauty (Josephine Cheng)
05 Sr. The Ocean of Loving Tenderness (Anita Wong)
06 Sr. The Ocean of Healing Paths (Angela Tse)
07 Sr. The Ocean of Spiritual Aspiration (Doreen Sau Ling Chan)
08 Sr. The Ocean of Buddha Jewels (Khan Therese Siu Yee)
09 Sr. The Ocean of Joyful Generosity (Peggy Lee Fung Kam)
10 Sr. The Ocean of Offering Merit (Astor Lau)
11 Sr. The Ocean of Diligent Practices (Wendy Ip Man Yi)
12 Sr. The Ocean of Immeasurable Wisdom (Cindy Cheng)
13 Sr. The Ocean of Compassionate Lotus Flowers (Christine Chung)
14 Br. The Ocean of Spiritual Dedication (Christoph Keller)
15 Sr. Biển Uy Nghi (Trần Thanh Tú)
16 Sr. Biển Từ Nguyện (Bùi Thị Thu Lý)
17 Sr. Biển Phật Mẫu (Bùi Thu Thủy)
18 Br. The Ocean of Spiritual Awakening (John Cannon)
19 Br. The Ocean of Immense Vows (Wong Hoi Kan Cedric)
20 Br. The Ocean of Grateful Filial Piety (Sam Yeung Chi Tat)
21 Sr. Biển Khánh Hỷ (Dương Thị Khánh Hòa)
22 Br. Biển Vô Lượng Tâm (Cao Nam Long)
23 Br. The Ocean of Gentle Kindness (William Kwan Fai Chan)
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have given much love and support to 
this retreat. Thay Phap An invested a lot 
of time in writing and planning the 
ceremonies. Sister Dao Nghiem from 
AIAB in Hong Kong as well as Sister 
Hoang Nghiem, Sister Thanh Tuu and 
Sister Sang Soi from EIAB touchingly 
took care of the novices’ clothes. Sister 
Thang Nghiem, Brother Phap Cu and 
Brother Phap Lich were the mentors for 
the novices. Sister Pho Nghiem and 
Sister Chinh Nghiem taught them the 
rituals and chanting. Sister Song 
Nghiem was responsible for the entire 
program and for organizing the retreat, 
excursions, etc. 

Sister Hoang Nghiem was the main su-
pervisor for the novices from trying on 
the Sanghati robes to the rehearsal for 
the ceremony, and she also provided 
instructions for the dance performance 
at the Vesak Festival. Sister Hoang 
Nghiem accompanied the novice retreat 
with a lot of joy, commitment and pa-
tience. Dr. Wolfgang Stark and his wife 
Angelika von Korff gave a lot of help 
for the day trip to the castle Eltz on the 
Mosel. Ivo and his wife Anette took the 
lead during the hike in the forest. All 
the monks and nuns from EIAB went 
wherever their help was needed. 

Everywhere there was a lot of activity, 
joy and celebration! 

Thay Phap An was the main teacher of 
the novices. The highlight of the novice 
retreat was the storytelling of 5 “authen-
tic” monks and nuns from the EIAB 
about their own experiences as novices. 
The three brothers Phap Tri, Troi Tue 

Giac, Troi Tue Minh and three sisters 

Hien Nghiem, Bieu Nghiem, Trang 

Chieu Dieu gave the younger novices 
much inspiration, motivation and en-
couragement on the spiritual path. 

During these two weeks there were also 
two weekend retreats for other 
participants: 
• Honoring our parents and relatives 
• Walking the spiritual path with joy, 

ease and perseverance 

and also two big celebrations: 
• Rose Festival – We celebrate our 

parents (on Mother’s Day) 
• Vesak Festival – We celebrate the 

birthday of Buddha. 

All retreats and celebrations were clev-
erly connected so that the participants 
could learn from each other and benefit 
greatly from each other. The themes of 

the retreats and the celebrations were 
coordinated; everything was graceful, 
cohesive and effective. 

During these two weeks, at the EIAB the 
energy was enormously vibrant, not 
only for the temporary novices, but also 
for the monks and nuns. 

Never before had the EIAB seen so 
many monks and nuns in residence: 56 
Monastics (33 regular and 23 temporary 
monks and nuns); brown robes and 
shorn heads everywhere. It was really a 
happy and peaceful atmosphere, radiant 
faces, dignified movements ... If we 
learn in the sutras what the Pure Land 
of Buddha Amitabha looks like, in these 
days the EIAB could have easily served 
as a model! 

How happy and healing the retreat was 
for the novices they share in their sub-
sequent contributions.

May the time limited novices bring home 
the energy of love, peace and willingness 
to help people and pass it on! 

Sr. Song Nghiem

You can find the accounts  
of several novices on page 91.
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No More War

On one day of our retreat at the EIAB in 
May 2019, we had a good walk in the 
countryside around Waldbröl. The first 
stop of interest was the Hitler Wall. We 
were told by our guide that it was sup-
posed to be the foundation for an elite 
school for the Nazis, but was left unfin-
ished when the Nazis were defeated. 
Someone had once painted the slogan 
“No More War” in huge letters upon the 
wall. Though the wall was overhauled 
recently, the local government invited 
people to repaint the slogan and here 
we saw it with our own eyes:

No More War 

(in Germany)

Not only we do not want war between 
nations. When we are true to ourselves 
deep inside our heart, we do not want 
war with other people, especially people 
who are dear to us. But in our lives, we 
are fighting different and various wars 
with our parents, our spouse, our part-
ner, our children (even our only child), 
whoever is/are our loved ones, our 
friends, our boss, our staff, our col-
leagues, .... and for no sensible reason, 
with ourselves, the list is endless. 

Why? We go to war because of our ego? 
We need and we think we need to de-
fend our ego and let no one harm or 
disrespect to our ego? Occasionally, we 
even harm (or destroy) ourselves to 
prove that we have an ego? Where is 
our ego? Why we have an ego? Who 

invents or creates such an ego 
concept?

I have not learned enough to quote any 
Buddhist principles to explain the war 
and ego relationship, I just want to 
share my experience of learning to re-
solve or at least improve the lousy or 
unhealthy relationships between people 
we have to deal with day after day at 
the EIAB. 

We act or react through our mouth. To 
lessen the impact, try not to speak with 
contempt or use harsh words. Many a 
time, our mouth does not say what is in 
our heart; it speaks from our ego. We 
then find reasons to justify our com-
ments to other people. Those on the 
receiving end, to whom you react or 
speak, receive a very unpleasant mes-
sage that you do not appreciate them. 
And the relationship turns sideways, if 
it doesn’t go in the wrong direction 
altogether. 

How many times do we need to be right 
to find joy? Do we have to fight to ac-
cumulate as many acts of being right as 
we can to maintain our joy? We become 
a fighting machine doing away with the 
peace and warm feelings of a human 
being. 

Ultimately, it is attitude and the warm 
feelings of a living being (human or 
otherwise) that count. Everyone can 
recount how our pets allow us to expe-

rience the warm feelings we do not 
easily exhibit to other people. They do 
not talk, at least not to us in a language 
we understand.

Observing the way they coordinated 
and ran the program for our Hong Kong 
group (who are lazy and playful to say 
the least) throughout these two weeks at 
the EIAB, gave me the valuable chance 
to see the high level of practice of both 
mindful speaking and compassionate 
action by Brother Thay Phap An and 
Sister Song Nghiem. “There are actions 
but no actors” echoed in my mind. 
Though both are PhD holders, they 
show us it can be done beautifully 
without an ego. It was done with deter-
mined effort and it is not easy.

KK 
Man Kwok Kuen Charles 
Hongkong 

Who is KK:

I am entirely made in Hong Kong, born, 
educated and working (still) there. I 
came to see the magnificent and histor-
ical building now housing EIAB for 
myself and, in the eyes of ordinary 
folks, the impossible mission of running 
a Buddhist practice centre come true 
because of the compassionate vow and 
continuing blessing of the Buddhist 
Master Thich Nhat Hanh. Seeing is 
believing.
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‘The only thing we really need  
is your transformation’

In the mail distributor of the German-speaking Order of Interbeing an Order  
brother recently quoted the following poem by Thay:

‘Even if you know a hundred learned ideas,  
helpful books and prayers by heart,  

it doesn’t help others very much. 
People are able to read for themselves.

The only thing they really need 
is your transformation.’

(from: Thich Nhat Hanh, Umarme dein Leben)

This is something that rings true now 
more than ever. My practice began in 
1989 in Würzburg at Haus St. Benedikt 
Hof with Willigis Jäger. This rather 
strict form of Japanese Zen meditation 
was a good introduction to meditation 
practice. Once I had been able to find 
stability and strength in myself, a sense 
of calm began to spread through all 
areas of my life. In 1997, I finally 
trusted myself for the first time in my 
life, at the age of 45! The previous year 
I had become self-employed, and the 
practice had given me a significant and 
– as I see it from today’s perspective – a 
necessary basis to help guide me 
through the highs and lows of an un-
certain and risky way of earning a liv-
ing. That said, I never really read much 
about Buddhism. To start with some 
basic texts, then a few things by Thay 
and other well-known authors in the 
area of meditation und the Dharma. In 
recent years I have focused on the area 
of health through my training to be-
come an MBSR teacher. 

At certain points along the way one 
question kept coming up with increas-
ing urgency: How do I maintain contact 
even in difficult situations? It wasn’t 
difficult to unearth the rich store of 
mindful communication practices and 

formats, which already existed. I was 
happy to integrate this knowledge into 
both my personal and my professional 
life. The dialogue practices that really 
interested me were those that drew on 
David Bohm’s concept of dialogue. 

It soon became clear to me that ulti-
mately, given the neurobiological 
background of our conversational 
habits, it is only through the practice of 
mindfulness that we will be able to 
change our way of speaking, so as to 
enable us to remain in dialogue in dif-
ficult situations whilst remaining 
friendly, aware and constructive. Every 
‘communication tool’ has to be accepted 
by our brain. And that is not always 
easy. It was my mindfulness practice 
that helped me to change my speaking 
habits and not get stuck in texts and 
tools, but rather to see myself in a ho-
listic sense as a person with these habits 
and the ability to change them. An 
important discovery for me was the 
practice of ‘Speaking Truth to Power’, 
which is taught, amongst others, by 
Roberta Wall, an American member of 
the worldwide Interbeing Sangha.

In 2012, I went to Plum Village for three 
months and experienced a new type of 
community. The days were filled with 

life in mindfulness. Whether working or 
meditating together, I could feel that 
Thich Nhat Hanh had something to tell 
me that I didn’t yet know: how to live 
the Dharma very concretely in every 
situation.

This began with carrying out simple 
tasks and ended with concentrating on 
the breath before falling asleep until the 
next day, when everything began all 
over again, with sitting meditation. This 
way of being, which developed out of a 
resonance with others and a continual 
reference to the experience of observing 
the illusory self, itself became everyday 
life in Plum Village. Thay’s particular 
combination of meditation, life and 
community provided a powerful im-
pulse. Today I think that this impulse 
was a decisive factor in continuing with 
his type of practice, both for myself and 
in my Sangha. 

I now increasingly feel how the other 
important aspect of Thay’s teachings, 
socially engaged Buddhism, is entering 
my life. It fits well; I am now entering 
the last phase of my life; since April I 
have been a pensioner. It is perhaps no 
wonder that now responsibility for the 
larger picture should become more im-
portant. The increasing structural con-
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flicts and the unresolved problems that 
our way of life has inflicted on the 
planet; that bothers me. I can no longer 
just look on, and I don’t want to. 

You could say that I have once again 
become more ‘political’. But I am not 
the only one. During a conversation at 
an Order meeting two years ago it be-
came apparent that many Order broth-
ers and sisters had belonged to left-wing 
organisations during their student days. 
This also applies to me. We share a 
common heritage; many of us took to 
the streets to demonstrate, occupied 
houses and expressed our dismay about 
social and political injustice in many 
other ways. From this time we also 
share a general view of the social mech-
anisms that cause society to function. 
However, today it is much clearer to us 
what responses are counterproductive, 
for example counter-violence. 

Connected to these experiences of the 
68 generation, the feeling is growing in 
me that we have arrived at a time and 
place where, in practical terms, we are 
building on what previously inspired 
us, like our quest for justice. But today 
we give other answers to the question, 

what can we do now? In concrete terms 
these can be seen in the many social 
projects in which Thay’s supporters 
have a healing effect. And where they 
share their conviction and experience 
that another life is possible, together 
with the many others leading mindful 
lives in other communities different 
from our own. 

Ultimately, we are all part of the same 
ecosystem with its contradictions, but 
also part of a continually growing 
peaceful movement within and around 
us, in Hong Kong and elsewhere. And I 
believe, Thay felt that. I regard his wish 
to be in Vietnam as a courageous polit-
ical act. It is as though he wants to 
confront the rulers with the question, 
do we want to remain entrenched and 
implacable or is the path of humanity 
also possible in a dictatorship. He seems 
to have already achieved the unbeliev-
able, in his own way: fragile, modest, 
humble and grateful. Almost impossible 
to believe.

My first social commitment began two 
years ago in response to an initiative by 
the city of Mannheim to address the 
issue of hate and discrimination (you 

can find more information at: 
Mannheimer Bündnis – https://www.
mannheim.de/de/service-bieten/integra-
tion-migration/mannheimer-buend-
nis-fuer-ein-zusammenleben-in-vielfalt). 
As I sit on the Board of an association 
with a branch in Mannheim, it turned 
out I would be able to submit a project 
proposal. Within the context of the 
goals set, I wanted to work with partic-
ipants on developing peaceful means of 
communication to enable them to meet 
hate and discrimination with humanity 
and compassion. Thay was my inspira-
tion. The series of events was held under 
the rubric: ‘Reacting with Humanity 
and Compassion to Hate and 
Discrimination?!“ 

To cut a long story short, the project 
was rejected in spring of this year, for 
the most part because the panel could 
not imagine that it is really possible to 
engage with aggressive people in an 
open and humane manner. The interest-
ing thing for me, however, was that the 
presentation of the concept at a meeting 
of the Bündnis was greeted with heads 
shaking in disbelief and even aggres-
sion. I was called ‘naïve’ and a ‘peace 
ideologue’ who was only interested in 

https://www.mannheim.de/de/service-bieten/integration-migration/mannheimer-buendnis-fuer-ein-zusammenleben-in-vielfalt
https://www.mannheim.de/de/service-bieten/integration-migration/mannheimer-buendnis-fuer-ein-zusammenleben-in-vielfalt
https://www.mannheim.de/de/service-bieten/integration-migration/mannheimer-buendnis-fuer-ein-zusammenleben-in-vielfalt
https://www.mannheim.de/de/service-bieten/integration-migration/mannheimer-buendnis-fuer-ein-zusammenleben-in-vielfalt
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glossing over the real causes of the 
misery. 

Understanding ‘Nazis’ and perhaps even 
meeting them with empathy was more 
or less the last thing they were prepared 
to countenance. They categorically 
ruled out the idea that, in a constantly 
developing multi-cultural society, it 
was necessary to reach out to these 
people in order to integrate them. That 
is just wishful thinking they told me. 
‘They’ have to be fought. Where these 
‘Nazis’ should go if they followed the 
call ‘Nazis out’, they didn’t know. I then 
accepted it the way it was. Instead of 
getting annoyed I smiled and at some 
point thought, perhaps I can use the 
concept somewhere else. That felt like a 
warm embrace for my ambivalent feel-
ings; I could feel the fear of my critics 
and also understand it. 

Previously the following had happened: 
in October 2018, I got on a plane to 
Milan where I was going to catch an 
onward flight to Palermo. I was already 
seated, the doors closed and the Captain 
was waiting for the signal to taxi to the 
runway, when I heard, as is normal for 

my age, the call of nature. I thought, I 
can just about make it, undid my seat 
belt and quickly hurried to the toilet. 
We were sitting in the 25th of 30 rows. 
On my way I saw three empty rows on 
my left and thought, I can lie down 
there and have a nap. What I saw next 
almost froze me on the spot, but I kept 
going. To remain standing was not an 
option. However, what remained indel-
ibly stamped in my mind was the sight 
of a refugee being deported and being 
brutally forced into an airplane seat by 
three men.

I had seen something resembling a hu-
man being with outstretched arms on 
one side and parts of legs on the other 
but not identifiable as they had placed 
a so-called anti-spit mask over his face. 
The three men in civilian dress were all 
somehow sitting on him and holding 
him down. The man groaned but noth-
ing could really be heard. Clearly, I had 
accidently become witness to an act of 
politically sanctioned violence, that had 
been positioned in the last row before 
the toilet in order not to attract atten-
tion. I only wanted to pass quickly and 
go to the toilet. Back in my seat, I 

couldn’t get the picture out of my mind. 
I felt what was happening was pro-
foundly inhuman, and I was sitting 
next to it or better in the same boat. 
And it was clear to me: we are on the 
way to Milan, centre for the deportation 
of refugees for in Italy. 

Probably, everyone can guess what 
was going through my mind as I sat in 
my seat and the plane slowly taxied to 
the runway: should I look away just 
like my parents and grandparents did 
under Hitler? No. That’s not right. 
Immediately, the newspaper article 
about the young Swedish woman who 
halted a flight from Sweden to 
Afghanistan exactly in the same cir-
cumstances as the plane was taxiing 
to the runway sprang into my mind. 
She undid her seatbelt and simply 
stood up. The captain then has to stop 
the plane on security grounds. She 
succeeded in getting the deportee, who 
probably looked just the same as the 
man sitting behind me, out of the 
plane. Later I learned that she had 
planned this act of civil disobedience 
and booked a ticket for that flight with 
the sole intention of preventing the 
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deportation of that Afghani man after 
all other means had failed.

While I was still thinking about it, I 
noticed that I had undone my seatbelt 
and had stood up – as though being 
driven from without more than within. 
My husband sitting beside me looked at 
me perplexed. Then I began to talk to 
the other passengers, clearly and calm-
ly. I described what was happening here 
at this moment and why I could not and 
would not look away. 

At first people were annoyed and resist-
ed. They all just wanted to go on holiday 
(me too). They also said we didn’t know 
whether he was dangerous, that we 
should perhaps be glad he was being 
deported. Their fear was noticeable and 
I could understand it well. The only 
answer that came to mind was that this 
was about human rights, and they apply 
to each and every one of us, whether 
we’re convicted prisoners or not. 
Nothing else came into my mind. With 
variations I repeated it a couple of 
times. After we had talked for about 10 
minutes I had no idea what would 
happen next. I hadn’t planned anything, 

there was no organisation in the back-
ground. Then I said, ok, I have made my 
point, now we can take off. 

When we arrived in Milan and every 
one stood up, all of them looked at our 
deportee. That did me a lot of good. In 
the bus a man came up to me and said 
that he found what I did right and 
proper. Initially, I was a bit befuddled, 
but now I know it’s true, it happened 
and I can do it again. Peaceful Action 
and Speaking Truth to Power. At least I 
now know how it feels. 

Thay was in my mind the whole time. I 
know that many people would have 
done exactly the same in this situation. 
Let’s talk about it. I don’t want any 
activism and sorry, what I did there was 
activism, because I wasn’t prepared for 
it. It simply happened. I now hope that 
I will be clearer and calmer the next 
time. It seems to me that we can scarce-
ly avoid such situations. They simply 
happen, in the tram, with friends, in the 
city. Suddenly, we are witness to vio-
lence. It has become a terrible but al-
most accepted part of our reality. And 
how can it change?

The young Swede who was well pre-
pared for everything, filmed herself the 
entire time with her mobile phone, no-
body could deny her that right, and so 
she documented everything for us. It is 
interesting to see her face throughout 
the development of this very delicate 
situation until she can leave the plane 
with the deportee. The stress is written 
all over her face. She is crying yet fully 
present, concentrated not hysterical. I 
have also learned from her that there is 
always a way. 

Thank you to all  

who share this with me.  

You are my Sangha.

_()_ 
Antje 
True Patience of Insight

PS: there is a very good documentary 
film on Youtube. It is called ‘EXIT-mein 
Weg aus dem Hass’ (EXIT-my way to 
overcome hate) The director is a woman 
who lived in an extreme right-wing 
milieu and found a way out: https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=gErgA6a5x_g
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Impermanence  
or the Art of Letting Go

My first reaction to the invitation from 
Sr. Bi Nhgiem to write an article for the 
EIAB Newsletter on a subject of my 
choice was to frown. What should I 
write about? 

For quite a while now my thoughts 
have increasingly been turning towards 
the subject of impermanence or letting 
go. And I’m happy to share snippets of 
these with you. Impermanence invites 
us to let go:
• Let go of expectations
• Let go of my idea of a separate, inde-

pendent self
• In truth, I don’t much like change; 

however, I still experience letting go 
as liberating.

Change of location after 10 years 

Sangha Lucerne ‘Garden of 

Mindfulness’ 

After our trip to Vietnam with Thay in 
2008, Roland, my husband, and I took 
the initiative and founded a sangha in 
the tradition of Thich Nhat Hanh in 
Lucerne. We looked at several locations 
and found a place on Grimselweg in 
Lucerne that conformed with our ex-
pectations: no rental costs, close to the 
railway station, a lot of space. In spring 
2018, we learned that the current land-
lord wanted to change the rental condi-
tions and started to look around for an 
alternative location. Since January 
2019 we have been in the Zendo by the 
River in Lucerne. It is a meditation 
centre in the Japanese Zen tradition of 
Kobun Chino Otogawa, David Steindl-
Rast and Vanja Palmers. The Lucerne 
sangha meets here as usual every 
Sunday evening from 7.30 p.m. to 9 
p.m. It is a very beautiful room, and just 
upon entering we experience an invita-

tion to be still. During walking medita-
tion we can see the river, the Reuss, 
through the window. It regularly re-
minds me of ‘flowing as a river’, as 
Thay frequently mentions in his talks. 
Our sangha members greatly appreciate 
the new venue and the encounters with 
those running the centre. For me being 
part of the Zendo and on the path of 
liberation with new friends is 
enriching.

Plum Village Swiss Inter-Sangha 

Last July, 2018, Jaume Gallifa, True 
Beauty of the Teachings, invited all 
sangha members in Switzerland to a 
get-together in Obersee / Glarus. Until 
then I had hesitated to take part in 
meetings of the French-speaking sang-
has, as I was a little concerned about 
having to speak French. But after the 21 
day Retreat in June 2018 in Plum 
Village, where I got to know several 
members from the French-speaking 
part of Switzerland, I was able to over-
come my earlier reservations. Four of us 
from the Lucerne sangha took part in 
this get-together, and it was wonderful 
to meet all the participants. This meet-
ing brought the Plum Village Swiss 
Inter-Sangha into being. The next 
meeting will be in November 2019 on 
the Rigi.

Retirement approaching

In my work as a social worker (profes-
sional assistance to children, young 
people and adults) we moved into the 
newly built city hall in January 2019 
after 3 years in temporary offices. This 
meant a huge change in the final 
months before my retirement in January 
2020: a move from my own office into 

an open plan office. I consciously chose 
to accept the challenge to see how the 
working environment and way of 
working as a social worker would 
change. The first weeks were an enor-
mous test. Suddenly, ‘my desk’ was in a 
row with the desks of my colleagues. 
Every phone conversation, every sigh, 
the passing of the internal post twice a 
day, the new computer screens and new 
programmes pushed my nerves to the 
limit. Irritation towards the planner, my 
boss etc. spread through my body. I 
never thought that I would be pushed 
quite this far. In difficult times like this 
support comes from Roland, the sangha, 
my meditation and mindfulness prac-
tice, from singing and playing the harp. 
Connected with all of this was my own 
inner process. I had to let go of my own 
expectations about how the workplace 
of a social worker should be, let go of 
the wish to find a scapegoat for this 
mess, let go of the idea of the impor-
tance that should be attributed to social 
work as part of public services. This was 
not so easy for me. Behind all my ex-
pectations and ideas were my own 
mental images of who I am as a social 
worker and what I can expect from my 
employer. This ongoing process of let-
ting go is helping to liberate me more 
and more from unnecessary ballast. I 
can feel more space within me and 
more desire and trust to try out new 
things and remain active, just like when 
I was a young social worker. The 14 
mindfulness trainings help me to keep 
my focus on the dignity and humanity 
of the people I work with, and also to 
have compassion for myself. Regular 
meditation practice helps me to be more 
aware of myself, what is going on inside 
me. Most of the time I succeed reason-
ably well in identifying and embracing 
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my anger, sadness, irritation and other 
emotions.

I still have a few months to go as an 
employee. I want to use this time to 
work in a way that brings me joy. Over 
40 years of being employed as a social 
worker is now drawing to a close. Then 
I will leave the moving train and go on 
foot with a willingness to embrace new 
and unknown challenges. Along the 
way I will allow myself to be guided by 
this mindfulness training:

The Second Mindfulness Training –  

Non-attachment to Views

Aware of the suffering created by at-
tachment to views and wrong percep-
tions, we are determined to avoid being 

narrow-minded and bound to present 
views. We are committed to learning 
and practicing non-attachment from 
views and being open to others’ experi-
ences and insights in order to benefit 
from the collective wisdom. Insight is 
revealed through the practice of com-
passionate listening, deep looking, and 
letting go of notions rather than through 
the accumulation of intellectual knowl-
edge. We are aware that the knowledge 
we presently possess is not changeless, 
absolute truth. Truth is found in life, 
and we will observe life within and 
around us in every moment, ready to 
learn throughout our lives.

Over and again this training causes me 
to reflect on where I am clinging to my 
views. Frequently I become aware of 

(Photo by Roland Bütler)

this in discussions at work with other 
social workers, or with clients. If I suc-
ceed in letting go of my idea about how 
things should be, then the situation of-
ten calms down. When I look back and 
see how my thinking has changed over 
the past years, then sometimes I smile 
about myself. Earlier my thinking was 
much more ‘either-or’. Today I am much 
happier with ‘both this and that’.

I find it fascinating to view imperma-
nence as something positive. It helps 
me to be more relaxed in everyday life, 
to live more in the here and now, to 
remain open and accept what is. 

Letizia Imoberdorf  
True Clear Source
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Slow Hiking 
and Time in Nature (I)
with Brother Phap Tri and other monastics from the EIAB

Many people, including myself, have 
taken advantage of the opportunity to 
experience the wonderful countryside 
around Waldbröl on a hiking retreat.

Now Brother Phap Tri has had the 
wonderful idea of offering a ‘Slow 
Hiking and Time in Nature’ retreat. 

Judging by the number of participants, 
over forty, it seems like it was a retreat 
people had long been waiting for. I also 
wanted to give my body and restless 
mind the chance to enjoy more stillness 
and savour the deep impressions of 
nature’s wonders in the surroundings of 
Waldbröl from the horizontal perspec-
tive of a hammock in the middle of the 
woods, a wonderful idea.

Before this I had spent a very intense 
time at the EIAB helping with the 

building and renovation work in the 
main building and with preparations 
for the construction of the large medi-
tation hall. The ‘Love in Action’ retreat 
with Phap Tri and Phap Lich also gave 
me the chance to join the Sangha and 
other lay friends in putting my strength 
and energy to good, loving use for the 
benefit of the community.

But when so many participants arrived 
for the first day of the retreat, I was 
afraid they might jeopardise the hard 
earned peace and equanimity acquired 
during my stay at the EIAB. I saw over 
forty expectant and eager faces en-
compassing almost all generations, 
from 20 to 77 years of age. The upper 
reaches were far older than anything I 
had experienced in previous hiking 
retreats. Clearly Brother Phap Tri’s 
offer of slow hiking’ over short dis-

tances with longer hammock breaks in 
the forest had emboldened and awak-
ened the interest of the older genera-
tion. As I have reached the grand age 
of 69 and also belong to the ‘older’ 
generation, it was good to enjoy the 
company of contemporaries and not 
to feel quite so alone. 

Nonetheless, the size of the group star-
tled me. But my doubts were soon dis-
pelled by the attitude of Phap Tri and 
the other monastic brothers and sisters, 
who led us through the sharing on the 
first evening with joy and smiles, an-
swering the many questions as well as 
some reservations.

Many of my companions for the next 
four days were newcomers to the EIAB. 
They had no experience of mindful 
walking in silence in such a large 
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group. And also none with a hammock 
in the woods.

However, the next three days were filled 
with deep satisfaction, healing experi-
ences and a relaxed strolling through 
the pastures of time. Not just for me. As 

the evening sharings showed, for all the 
others too. There were tears, much 
gratitude and astonishment that some-
thing so simple could have such a 
healing effect. 

We heard from three women of my 
generation that, for the first time in 
their lives, they had allowed themselves 
the pleasure of lying in a hammock. 
From their ancestors they had learned 
that lying in a hammock was nothing 
short of slothful. This way of thinking 
passed down from our parent’s genera-
tion is certainly familiar to many of us. 
But that these beliefs could have been 
passed on to my generation and into 
the year 2019 was baffling. What suf-
fering in an otherwise very fulfilled and 
hard working life.

The circular hikes lovingly chosen by 
Phap Tri in the Nutscheider Höhenzug 
above the EIAB proved a great delight 
every day. Any reluctant admittance of 
small niggles or worries was heard and 
compensated for by a mindful change 

of route or simply by extending the 
breaks, which we enjoyed in the hori-
zontal in our hammocks.

I spent the hikes at the back of the 
group to make sure that no-one was left 
behind. In exposed places or when the 
group drifted too far apart, Phap Tri, 
Sister Bi Nghiem or other monastics 
accompanying us along the way would 
invite the bell. The simple act of stop-
ping and becoming aware of our 
breathing was enough to help many of 
us experience a very deep sense of 
connection and respect for the immense 
beauty of nature, the quiet, mindful 
steps of the large group and our NOW.

In deep gratitude I look forward to more 
hammock retreats at our beloved EIAB, 
and when I say that I have the feeling I 
am also speaking for all my fellow 
hikers.

Rainer Suthold
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Slow Hiking 
and Time in Nature (II)

This was my first visit to the EIAB in 
oberbergischen Waldbröl. I had already 
heard a lot about the peace and the 
friendliness of the people, and as I enjoy 
hiking, the invitation to hike slowly and 
spend time in nature seemed like the 
perfect way start. 

‘Go home to nature  
and let nature heal you’ 

My eye caught this calligraphy by Thich 
Nhat Hanh as soon as I walked through 
the door. Just right for what I have in 
mind. 

 Around 40 EIAB guests have followed 
the call for this popular retreat for 3 
days at the start of June. Led by Brother 
Phap Xa and Brother Phap Tri, and ac-

companied by other nuns and monks 
from the EIAB we hiked around ten ki-
lometres per day in bright sunshine up 
and down over good paths. 

After reading about interbeing in the 
books of Thich Nhat Hanh and having 
no experience of hiking in such a big 
group, I wondered whether I would feel 
a sense of oneness with the many other 
participants. Depending on the width of 
the path, one hiker followed the other, 
mindful and silent, like a string of 
pearls. Every so often the crackle of a 
branch under boots, above us the song 
of the birds that greets and accompanies 
us. Francis of Assisi, who could speak 
to the birds, sprang to mind, and I 
would like to have known what they 
were saying about us as we passed. I felt 

at one with the group and with nature, 
with the birds above me, with the cos-
mos. That is interbeing. 

Now and again I looked for my ‘second 
body’ with the name of Werner. He was 
tall and easy to make out. Before the 
start of the hike, Werner stood in the 
circle alongside me and was assigned to 
me as my ‘second body’ who I should 
keep an eye on, and who should return 
safe and sound with me to Waldbröl. 

In the early morning we filled our lunch 
boxes and flasks at the EIAB buffet. In 
addition, there was a 500g green ham-
mock packed away in my rucksack for 
the long lunch break. In the brochure it 
said we could spend time in the woods 
under the trees. A new experience for 
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me, accompanied from the outset by 
thoughts about whether I would find 
the right trees, tie the hammock secure-
ly enough and really be able to relax in 
it. But then I became one with my new 
hammock, my two supporting trees, the 
green canopy above me and the gentle 
rocking motion. The sight of all the 
hammocks in different colours, like lit-
tle boats sailing between the trees, fas-
cinated me so much that I didn’t even 
want to sleep. On the second day things 
looked different. 

The idea of forest bathing (Shinrin 
Yoku) came to mind, relaxing and 
drawing strength from nature. And in 
Japan you can even get a prescription 
for it! For me this green path offered a 
way to more calm and composure at the 
EIAB in oberbergischen Waldbröl. 

Late afternoon after we return from our 
intensive homecoming in nature, I felt 
whole, thankful and rejuvenated in all 
my senses. My ‘second body’ Werner 
also returned safe, sound and satisfied. 
And now I know: that is interbeing. 

Helga Bienfuß
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The Path of Meditation

Inner Clarity, Peace and Compassion in the Great Stream of Life1

By Thầy Pháp Ấn

Caring for our karma

In some Eastern spiritual traditions, 
there is a concept called karma, which 
means: action; deed. Action is an inev-
itable part of life. Who are we? We are 
the result of our actions; the totality of 
what we do. 

Every living organism is in motion. 
Movement is life itself. We can observe 
this even in micro-organisms. Just 
imagine ourselves as a pot full of boil-
ing water. There is wood, there is fire, 
there is steam. – The energy rises and 
can turn in a variety of directions. This 
is activity, being alive.

Life manifests in different forms, such 
as trees, flowers or grass. Life encom-
passes everything. A blooming orchid 
might look at an enormous oak tree and 
say: “You are so big, but you are not as 
beautiful as me”. The oak could reply: 
“You are so delicate and small you 
could be easily crushed. No wind can 
blow me over.” A few days ago, we had 
a storm here and two very old, tall trees 
were blown over – but the grass is still 
here!

So, what is meditation? Meditation 
means having a deep understanding of 
the life process and at the same time 
taking care of our karma. That means 
we should manage our energy well. We 
learn to look deeply and to understand 
our own inner processes as well as 
those around us, to understand the 

1 EIAB wishes to express our deep gratitude to 
Ms. Gabriele Gassen, Dr. Andrew Dennis and 
Ms. Sarah Monks for the loving editing works. 
This article is based on the Dharma talks from 
the Course “Inner Clarity and Tranquility 
Through Meditation” offered in EIAB, March 
2019.

structures. We learn not be trapped in a 
narrow, restrictive view of ourselves, 
and to widen our understanding so that 
we can see the totality of things. 

The second aspect is to calm ourselves, 
to embrace the boiling pot within us. 
And for this we need meditation: when 
we are aware of the totality of life, we 
learn to appreciate life anew, we arrive 
at a deeper understanding. We under-
stand the meaning of birth and death, 
our position in the universe, we can free 
ourselves from existential fear and en-
joy life fully.

When emotions boil

How can we begin? The first step is to 
come back to ourselves, let go and not 
to allow ourselves to be caught up in 
what is going on around us. We want to 
compose ourselves. That needs a lot of 
time and practice; even experienced 
meditators still have a boiling pot in-
side. But when we begin, when we sit 
down, we need to accept the process, 
allow it to subside. Experienced medi-
tators can do this more quickly, they 
arrive more quickly at a place of deep 
relaxation, but in principle it is the 
same process. We are all different, and 
we do not stay the same, we change, we 
grow old – but the process itself always 
remains the same. In this sense we are 
always beginners. Indeed, once we gain 
more experience this can become an 
obstacle, because we develop expecta-
tions and think we know how things 
work.

So, the first step is to come back to 
ourselves, to learn to be present with 
ourselves. We turn on the light of 
awareness. This light is always present 
within us; in Buddhism we call it a seed. 

For example, when the mindfulness bell 
sounds, we learn to let go, to allow the 
light of awareness to shine, to be pres-
ent for ourselves.

In Buddhist thinking Mara is a meta-
phor for karma, a devil, when we act 
without awareness (hoặc nghiệp). We 
are caught in illusions and lose our-
selves: we are trapped in the illusory 
world of karma. The bell of mindfulness 
helps us to come back to ourselves, to 
listen to the sound, become aware of 
our body and to relax. Such a simple 
thing to do, and yet so effective. In this 
way we can treat ourselves to a retreat 
every 15 minutes! The bell is a method, 
but there are also others. For example, 
we can make a contract with ourselves 
to stop and come back to ourselves 
every time we see a certain object or 
meet a particular person. 

Meditation is a creative process! First, 
we need to understand the principle, 
then we can be creative in developing 
our own methods. We enter into a 
mindfulness contract with ourselves. It 
is not so easy to come back to ourselves; 
to let go and withdraw from the world 
of karma. However, we can practice and 
allow it to become a habit. 

Last year Professor Stephen Hawking 
died. He was a leading theoretical phys-
icist, and we can learn a lot from his 
life. He suffered from ALS, a severe 
neurological illness with progressive 
muscle paralysis. When his illness was 
first diagnosed, in 1963, he was given 
two years to live.  Over time, he could 
no longer walk, talk, eat etc. He became 
ill at 21 and lived to be 76. He must 
have had a strong spiritual foundation 
because he was able to let go and accept 
the possibilities life offered him. 
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If I only have a year left to live, then I 
do my best with it; and if I have three 
or four years then I also do my best. I 
let go of all expectations. If we stub-
bornly hold on to something in life, if 
we have expectations, fixed goals, then 
we are trapped and cannot come back 
to ourselves. We have to free ourselves 
from this trap.

When I say let go of all goals, you 
might ask “How can we live without 
goals, without direction?” We need to 
be careful, here, with our formulation: 
it does not mean giving up all direction 
and all responsibility. We should not 
misunderstand it. Coming back to our-
selves does not mean to focus irrespon-
sibly on ourselves. We should not turn 
it into a polarity. No, to return to our-
selves means to be present with and for 
ourselves and to act responsibly in the 
world; it is an act of bringing the two 
together: the practice of the middle 
way. We learn to live in balance. Letting 
go therefore means letting go of the 
tendency to get caught up in outside 
affairs, to get trapped. We follow our 
goals, but in contact with ourselves. For 
example, when the bell rings in the 
dining hall, we stop and become aware 
of ourselves, we enjoy the moment. 
Once the bell has stopped ringing, we 
continue and serve ourselves. We live in 
balance, we feel freedom.

Meditation is life

Meditation is an art form. Do not make 
sharp distinctions by saying this is 
meditation and that is not! Meditation 
is life. To feel the process of life, to 
open ourselves to it – that is medita-
tion. Meditation takes place during our 
daily activities: walking, eating an ap-
ple, standing somewhere. Meditation is 
not restricted to the meditation hall, 
no, it is a state of mind, a state of being 
alive. If we drink a cup of tea medita-
tively, then we feel the warmth, smell 
the fragrance, we are fully aware of the 
tea. The key is to always be fully pres-
ent with what we are doing in this 
moment. I also practice this when I give 
a Dharma talk: I remain in contact with 
my inner energy, and I try to be in 

contact with the energy of the people 
around me.

In short, meditation is not separate 
from life; rather, it is a guiding light to 
help us live our life. It means to be 
present with what is happening right 
now, and to let go of external entangle-
ments. This needs to be practiced. To 
express it in the language of the 
Diamond Sutra: you walk, but you do 
not walk, therefore you walk. We prac-
tice sitting meditation and we allow the 
energy to sink. We practice Qi Gong and 
we activate our energy: up, down, ener-
gize, calm, day and night – this constant 
change is the process of life.

Life also means the energy that arises 
from within and keeps us in motion. 
According to Buddhist psychology, our 
lives take place through the interaction 
between our conscious and unconscious 
minds. A lot has been said about 
whether we possess free will or are only 
a product of our unconscious. Here, too, 
we see the polarity between yes and no, 
being and non-being. However, the re-
ality is a bit more complicated. Part of 
us, inevitably, functions automatically: 
our heart beats whether we are aware of 
it or not. Likewise, there are automatic 
actions, for example when we write – 
perhaps we have to practice for quite a 
while, but then it becomes more-or-less 
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automatic. When I speak English, it also 
happens automatically, but when I try 
to formulate a German sentence, then I 
have to think hard and be aware of a 
number of things: different cases, word 
order etc. 

Automatic actions in everyday life can 
be very useful and make our lives much 
easier. But there is also emotional au-

tomatism; we are perhaps conditioned 
to feel sadness, anger, fear. Then when 
something happens it can happen that 
we react angrily or become depressed. 

If someone looks at us, then we sudden-
ly experience fear or sadness. We are 
emotionally triggered.

The domain of meditation can – to a 
certain extent – help to guide our 
emotional reactions. These occur at 
‘lightning speed’, much quicker than 
our thinking, so that every so often we 
can be trapped by them. We have no 
chance to control them with our think-
ing minds. So, who should make the 
first move, our reason or our feelings? 
Here we can put meditation to use to 

gain control – sometimes it succeeds, 
sometimes not. But that is alright, we 
just keep trying. We return again and 
again to our practice, and it takes a long 
time, perhaps years, to develop further.

These processes and response patterns 
have developed over millions of years 
of evolution, and we are not all the 
same. Some of us have the tendency to 
react with anger, others with sadness or 
depression. This is physiologically pro-
grammed into us and consequently 
very difficult to change. If we wish to 
transform our automatic response pat-
terns it is not enough just to train on 
the mental level, we must also train of 
the physical level. We need to practice 
both mentally and physically.

With advancing age our body weakens, 
and we feel energy blockages which 
then affect our mental processes. That 
is why physical exercise and movement 
are so important. That is why move-
ment is also meditation. To meditate 
well we need bodily movement. We 
need to exercise mindfully, with aware-
ness, otherwise we are only training 
 physical automatism. For example, if 
we go running and are consciously 
aware of the energy in our body, then 
we are also training our mind. So, to 
transform automatism we need to 
practice awareness. If we practice med-
itation in movement, then we need to 
be aware of the energy flow in our 
body. This can help us a great deal in 
critical situations. At such times we 
need to come back to our body and feel 
the energy, stay with it and allow the 
body to relax. If we practice this often 
and long enough, we will feel a change. 
When we feel the energy rising, we will 
be able to relax.

In the mornings we practice Qi Gong to 
generate energy for the day. And at the 
same time, we are practising medita-
tion: meditation because through 
movement we feel the level of energy in 
our body. It is so important to relax, 
and to be able to calm our energy – this 
is the first step in meditation. And we 
can only do this if we are aware of our 
energy.
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The root of suffering

The concept of automatic emotional 

reactions has long been anchored in 
the Buddhist tradition. We call it the 
root of suffering. We differentiate 
 between three types of roots of suffering 
or temptation: craving, aversion and 
indifference. Craving refers to a strong 
force that attracts us to something. It 
results from a pleasant feeling, which is 
triggered by a particular object. 
Aversion, in contrast, refers to the desire 
to push something away, to keep it at a 
distance from us. Something triggers an 
unpleasant feeling in us. Indifference 
means, we feel a numbness, insensitiv-
ity, we are lethargic and want to remain 
inactive. These three basic states are 
physiologically programmed into us, 
and they are also reflected in our mental 
states. 

Microbiologists observe something in-
teresting in cells: they have two states: 
growing and dying. This is what it is all 
about. In us, it is the desire to have, the 
desire not to have, and indifference. 
When we meet someone, our uncon-
scious will immediately react in one of 
these ways. In our dreams we can fre-
quently identify habit energies based on 
these three states. What does meditation 
do? It helps us to shine a bright light on 
this process, to understand it and let go. 

Our teacher Thầy has had a great influ-
ence on my life through his personality, 

his energy, his whole being. When I 
became a novice, every night for six 
months I dreamt of Thầy in the sitting 
position, I saw him sitting wonderfully 
upright. And if I did something wrong, 
he told me about it in my dream. At that 
time, I was ill. I felt unwell and for 
several days I did not know if I could 
shower, although I wanted to. I was 
afraid that my cold would get even 
worse. It was something of an inner 
battle. One night I once again dreamt of 
Thầy, and he said to me: ‘Go and have 
a shower, you really stink!’ I woke up 
and said: ‘I have to have a shower!’

So, there are three states: craving, 
aversion or indifference. And these 
create a virtual reality in our minds. A 
few hundred years ago I might well 
have believed that Thầy could read my 
thoughts, and I would have considered 
the products of my mind to be real. 
From the perspective of our modern 
understanding of consciousness it is 
clear to me that Thầy most probably 
had no idea about what I was thinking; 
it was a creation of my mind. With the 
help of meditation, we can learn to feel 
the movement of energy within us, the 
interplay of the three powers: craving, 
aversion or indifference, and to let go, 
to see them for what they are: virtual 
reality.

Just as I have a close relationship with 
Thầy, my teacher, you certainly have 
close relationships with your parents, 

partner, children, colleagues etc. In ev-
eryday life you perceive these people in 
a certain light. But be on your guard. 
You might start dreaming in the middle 
of the day and allow the three roots to 
take over. Perhaps you see your parents 
and think they want to control you. But 
that is not their intention at all; it is 
your interpretation. Some brothers and 
sisters at EIAB think I want to control 
everything, but this is not true. It is not 
at all my intention. It is simply the task 
assigned to an elder brother.

We have to practice identifying the in-
terplay of the three forces: craving, 
aversion or indifference, and learn to let 
go. Then we will perhaps discover that 
things are not the way we perceive 
them to be. Above all, we have the 
tendency to see the negative side of 
things, this is a habit energy in us, the 
default setting in our mind. 
Psychological research confirms this. 
As part of a research project, children 
were asked what they noticed about 
their friends and, specifically, were 
asked about their good characteristics. 
Their answer was more-or-less like this: 
“Johnny is this or that, BUT …”. There 
was always a “but”. There is a saying: 
the good slips away as if off a Teflon 
pan, the bad sticks to the pan. We have 
a tendency primarily to see the nega-
tive, and from this perspective we con-
struct the world. But life is wonderful, 
even if here and there something bad 
turns up. With the help of meditation, 
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we learn to perceive these negative 
tendencies, our inclination to see things 
negatively, and to become aware of 
how we construct our virtual reality.

Cooling down, observing,  

letting go

The basic practice is to come back to 
ourselves and let go, so that we attain a 
certain degree of freedom. To develop 
this takes a lot of time and we need to 
be determined. Previously, I raised the 
question about free will. To a certain 
extent it does exist. We can look inside 
and embrace our automatic emotional 
responses. This is the first step in medi-
tation. We also spoke about the pot full 
of the boiling water of our emotions, 
which we can cool a little with the help 
of meditation. The Bodhisattva of Great 
Compassion helps us to cool the boiling 
water.  We practice self-compassion by 
helping ourselves cool down. Be aware 
of the feelings that are coming up. Learn 
to perceive them, lovingly observe them, 
and then let go. Always remember that 
what they reflect probably does not 
correspond with reality but is rather a 
construct of your unconscious. Calm 
and open yourselves. In this way we can 
overcome our karma and achieve a 
certain degree of control.

Imagine a fish swimming just below the 
surface of the water.  Now and then it 
jumps out and falls back again. Our 
thoughts, our intentions act in the same 
way, they pop up like jumping fish. As 
a practitioner we behave like an angler, 
we watch the fish jump and catch them. 
If we do not catch them, they rise further 
and turn into birds rising to the sky and 
become ego – this is what we call karma. 
But when we catch the fish, we can let 
them dive back into the ocean, and they 
will disappear from whence they came. 
When we develop our perception, our 
awareness, we can overcome karma. We 
become a genuine Zen Master. Then we 
have a great deal of freedom and free 
will, because we are able to control the 
manifestations of the unconscious.

This is the process of meditation – become 
mindful, feel the energy in the body, learn 

to relax and be aware when a thought 
arises. Catch the fish and take a good 
look at them.

Does our life have a meaning? There are 
many things in life that involve uncer-
tainty: when we fall in love, will we 
also marry that person? Will we find a 
good job, get a PhD, become a million-
aire? There is a great deal we cannot 
know in advance. But one thing we 
know for sure: one day we will die. 
Whoever thinks about birth and death, 
whoever considers that our life could 
last 50, 70, perhaps 100 years, will 
eventually arrive at the question, does 
any of this have a meaning? There is a 
legend that whoever practices Qi Gong 
will live to be 500. But their lives end, 
too, at some point. Nothing can change 
the certain fact of death. So, what does 
it mean to live a certain lifespan?

I recently spoke to our architect who is 
renovating EIAB’s buildings for us, a 
large project that is lasting years. We 
had a talk. He had something of an 
uneasy feeling, because he said: “Thầy 
Pháp Ấn, you know, I’m just a normal 
architect; I’m not a star architect. I’m 
somewhere in the middle.” Perhaps the 
whole thing was getting a bit too much 
for him. I had compassion for him, be-
cause he is really a very good architect; 
he does everything he can. I said to 
him: “Dear friend, if we take a closer 
look, then all of us, regardless of what 
we do, are somewhere in the middle. 
There are no bounds above us, and 
none below us, either. And wherever we 
find ourselves, it’s always somehow the 
middle.” When he heard this, he was so 
relieved that tears came into his eyes. 
He was thankful and said: “That is a 
wonderful teaching.” 

Living in the middle

Yes, we are in the middle. There is no 
need to have a complex about it – nei-
ther a superiority nor an inferiority 
complex, and not an equality complex 
either. In the wide-open space of life, in 
its limitlessness, there are no barriers. 
And wherever we are, regardless of our 
position, we are in the middle. And to 

be in the middle is the meaning of our 
life. We do not need to put in a lot of 
effort to be something special, we do 
not need to feel superior or inferior, or 
necessarily equal. It is enough that we 
are in the middle of the universe, which 
of course does not mean that we are the 
center of the universe. To be in the 
middle of the universe means to be 
embraced by the universe. The whole 
universe is caring for us, keeping us 
alive and supporting us. And in our 
own humble way we contribute to the 
preservation of the universe.

To recognize that we are located in the 
middle is certain to inspire compassion. 
We feel love for ourselves and for ev-
eryone else. To recognize this is a form 
of spiritual awakening. We feel protect-
ed. Then it is no longer important if we 
live 10, 50 or 100 years. When we feel 
this compassion, we feel we are in good 
hands. This is the real purpose of our 
lives. This is the answer that the Buddha 
found on his search for enlightenment. 
He did not practice in order to become 
a superman, but to experience compas-
sion for himself and the whole world. 
The Buddha said his teachings are about 
suffering and the end of suffering, the 
blossoming of compassion.

A few days ago, it was the anniversary 
of the death of our “grandfather” teach-
er, namely Thầy’s teacher. He was a 
man with great compassion. He accept-
ed his students just the way they were, 
and was a very modest man, full of 
humility. On the night he died (in 1968) 
he needed to go to the toilet and during 
those days in our root temple there were 
no such facilities inside the house, so 
his students brought him to the outside 
toilet. It was late evening. He could still 
walk by himself. Then they led him 
back. He lay down and they came in to 
check on him several times during the 
night. He was always lying in the same 
position with his hands folded. Around 
morning, they saw that he had died, 
very peacefully, very consciously and 
grateful for his life.

Where did the master go? A wonderful 
thing about meditation, about the 
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teachings of the Buddha, is that they 
provide a certain understanding about 
birth and death, the meaning of life. 
Where did the master go? How old are 
we? I am now 58 years old. How real is 
that? The master died in 1968. Did the 
Buddha die, does he no longer exist? If 
he no longer exists, why do we continue 
to talk about him? When we talk about 
him that must mean that he still exists 
in some form or other. 

So, how old are we? Have I really only 
existed for 58 years, since around 1 
October 1961 (I do not know my exact 
date of birth as it was not usual in those 
days to register this in Vietnam)? 
Around this date, did I suddenly come 
into existence? So, I have been alive 58 
years, and if I practice Qi Gong diligent-
ly then perhaps for another 500 years? 

And if I do not practice so well, then 
another 10 years? But at some point, 
will I fall into non-existence? Before 
my birth and after my death, non-exis-
tence. Can that be true? Do my parents 
no longer exist? For certain, if they had 
not got to know each other and married, 
I would not be here. So, when we say: 
“I have existed since (in my case) 1 
October 1961”, something is missing. 
We overlook that something was there 
beforehand, that there was a river in 
which we all find ourselves. 

The river that keeps flowing

Imagine we are sitting in a boat and 
cannot be seen. We are going through a 
cave that is dark, then we come into the 
sun light, we see the landscape and 
experience life with its difficulties, with 

its happiness and joy. And then the 
river flows back into a cave and it be-
comes dark once again. And in the part 
in between, where we see the sun, we 
say, we exist. Beforehand we did not 
exist and afterwards we do not exist, 
either. You can see this makes no sense 
because the river has not stopped 
flowing.

Who am I, then? Without the river that 
carries me through the darkness and 
light, without this flow there can be no 
“me”. I am nothing other than the result 
of the flow of life. This flow, this 
movement, is what we call karma. The 
river is movement in action; that is 
karma. And as a result of the lives of 
my parents, I am here. I am the result of 
their actions. Innumerable conditions 
throughout the universe come together 
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in one stream; and all this defines what 
I am. This means I already existed be-
fore I was born. I existed unseen in the 
cave. More specifically, I existed unseen 
in my parents. I was dormant within 
them; half in my mother and half in my 
father. And if I existed in my parents 
then, my parents also exist in me today 
– in hidden form.

If you put a seed in the earth, let us say 
an apple seed, we will see the seedling, 
the tree, and later the fruit. This means 

that the fruit contains its ancestors, the 
next generation is hidden in the seed, 
just as we are in our parents, and our 
parents are in us – it is a cycle of being. 
First,  we are young, then perhaps we 
marry and have children and they, too, 
have children and then perhaps we 
observe: “Oh, the child is behaving like 
my mother! Or like my father!” The 
parents manifest in the great-grand-
children and so on. In Buddhism we call 
this the cycle of birth and death. This 
cycle can have a negative connotation 

in which case we call it samsara – the 
vicious cycle of suffering. The worry 
and suffering of one generation are re-
peated in the next generations. The 
suffering of your mother is perhaps re-
peated in you and continues further in 
your children. This is the vicious cycle 
in which some people are so trapped 
that they cannot get out.

In ancient times, negations were fre-
quently used in Buddhism as an aid to 
express a truth. Previously we talked 
about no limits, no bounds above and 
none below, to describe being in the 
middle. Is someone the richest person? 
Do you suffer the deepest? Not com-
pletely or not yet. Negations make it 
easier than positive assertions to de-
marcate something. So, “samsara”, the 
vicious cycle, also employs negation for 
descriptive effect. In our modern time, 
however, people prefer it when there is 
also the idea of a positive cycle, or 
Wunderkreis, the idea of the circle of 
positive energy. Yes, your parents may 
carry suffering inside of them, but also 
joy and happiness. Often, we do not see 
it, we see only the suffering. But the 
cycle of joy, goodness, satisfaction also 
exists.

Life contains everything! We should not 
get caught up in extremes. And this is 
precisely what the Buddha teaches: 
taking the middle way. We should not 
get stuck in a rigid “yes” or “no”. Rather, 
we should choose the middle way. We 
do not just continue the suffering of our 
ancestors but also the good qualities in 
them – in the present moment and in 
the future. 

Giving meaning to life

What, then, is the purpose of life if it 
has no beginning and no end? The 
purpose is to do our best to cultivate the 
goodness that has been given to us. To 
pass on the goodness and to transform 
the suffering of the past that is in us. 
And once again we need to be careful: 
there is no limit to transformation as 
well as to suffering. We are in the 
middle. We should practice as humbly 
as we can. We should simply do what 
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we can. When we clearly see this, we do 
not suffer as deeply when our parents 
or grandparents die, because we know 
that we are their continuation. We live 
for them, but the way we live can give 
meaning both to their lives and to our 
own.

Sometimes we do not see this and suffer 
a great deal. Why? Because we are 
caught in our limited perspective. “My 
father died. Now he doesn’t exist any-
more.” This can lead to a lot of pain, 
because we are not aware of the conti-
nuity. One root of suffering is not seeing 
the totality of things. If we lock our 
lives into such a narrow perspective, 
then in Buddhism we call it the self. 
“Self” means dividing life into small 
segments and identifying with them.

If someone close to us dies, then we 
suffer because we limit his or her life to 
that short interval. He or she exists only 
within the timeframe of their lifespan, 
beyond this he or she no longer exists. 
We suffer because we divide life up into 
small segments and then cling to them, 
for fear that outside of this segment 
there is nothing.

Thầy’s teacher, Master Chân Thật, died 
very peacefully because he had fully 
understood the nature of birth and 
death. There is no birth and no death; 
there is only continuity, the transforma-
tion from one form of life to another. 
When our grandmother dies, she is on 
this voyage of transformation. We do 
not know exactly where to, but we can 
be certain that her physical existence as 
well as her consciousness is now trans-
formed and carries on. We are still not 
enlightened beings and therefore still 
do not quite understand this process, 
but this transformation does take place.

Looking deeply into existence

According to Buddhism, our existence 
consists of five aspects: 1. our physical 
form; 2. our feelings or bioenergetic 
sensations; 3. our perceptions; 4. our 
mental activity or mental formations – 
in Western psychology certain aspects 
of this are known as emotions, will or 

intentions – and 5. our consciousness, 
i.e. our ability to be conscious. For ex-
ample, I speak, and I know that I am 
speaking; that is consciousness. Or, I 
hear the sound of the bell, and I know 
that I hear it; that is also consciousness. 
It is an aspect of consciousness. Another 
aspect is the ability to distinguish one 
object from another, the ability to dif-
ferentiate. If we look deeply into our 
existence, then it is these five aspects 
that come together to define our per-
sonality. They determine who we are. 
However, there is no fixed, no clear cut 
“me”; rather, a convergence of these 
aspects to form a personality. This per-
sonality represents a part, a subset, of 
the totality, the infinite, the boundless, 
the river into which all the currents of 
life flow. And how these different parts 
combine depends on conditions. 

After you take a course at EIAB and 
continue to practice eating meditation 
at home, your family will be astonished. 
“Why are you eating in silence? It 
seems like your personality has 
changed!” In reality, you have absorbed 
a characteristic from the infinite into 
your subset. We are in a process of 
constant change. Amongst all these 
various aspects of the entire flow of life 
we cannot find anything that could be 
regarded as a separate self. And helping 
us bid farewell to this idea is the great-
est benefit meditation can offer. 

We practice by regarding everything 
that we perceive as part of this great 
stream of life. When we practice mo-
ment by moment and see which condi-
tions come together to define who we 
are, then we will slowly be able to cease 
clinging to the idea of a separate self. 
And once we can let go of this, we will 
also be able to overcome the idea of 
birth and death. For birth and death are 
ideas which can only exist in combina-
tion with the concept of a separate self.

As already mentioned, according to the 
concept of having a separate self I did 
not exist at all before October 1961. 
Suddenly, from 1 October onwards, I 
existed, and at some point, I shall cease 
to exist. The only thing I define as “me” 

is timespan. After that I cut myself off. 
So, birth means that something arises 
from nothing. And death means that 
suddenly from something we once 
again become nothing. This means a 
deceased father or grandmother is also 
nothing, and this causes deep suffering. 
But it is not true! In this very moment 
they are both manifesting in us, and not 
just them – also, millions of years of 
evolution before them. In fact, we have 
existed since the Big Bang – that means 
for approximately 14 billion years! That 
is how old we are! 

Accepting life in its totality 

The Buddha taught that things manifest 
when causes and conditions are suffi-
cient. And when the causes and condi-
tions are no longer sufficient, things 
cease to manifest. Sometimes we expe-
rience difficult moments, we experience 
injustice, unfriendliness, even violence, 
and we ask ourselves: “why?” And 
“Why not?”. Of course, we do not want 
to have to endure bad things, but in 
terms of the absolute anything can 
happen if the causes and conditions are 
sufficient. Life encompasses the totality, 
and if we want to accept life, we have 
to accept everything – the whole 14 
billion years. There are so many possi-
bilities in us that are waiting to manifest 
– great compassion as well as cruelty. 
We are situated between them in the 
middle.

As human beings we have enormous 
potential, but we are also in great dan-
ger. We need to be aware of this and 
learn to deal with it mindfully. An ex-
ample is if we are experiencing difficul-
ties with our partner and ask ourselves: 
“How can they behave so badly, when I 
love them so much”? When I was a 
novice in Plum Village, I had a good 
novice friend. We drank tea together 
almost every day, it was a wonderful 
time. Then on Christmas day we wanted 
to drive to the celebrations in Lower 
Hamlet (it is always an especially beau-
tiful celebration in Plum Village), and 
he was the driver of the small bus to 
take us there. I had forgotten a present 
and said to him: “Wait. I need to quickly 
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fetch it from my room.” I came running 
back very quickly, but the bus had 
gone. I was horrified and asked myself: 
“Why? Why has my best friend just left 
me standing?” So, I had to walk down 
to Lower Hamlet for 45 minutes in the 
cold. 

Several weeks later, I spoke about it in 
a Dharma sharing, and said how aban-
doned and awful I had felt. It made me 
so sad to talk about it that I left the 
sharing and drove to Thầy. However, I 
could not manage to tell him about it. 
Thầy just looked at me and gave me a 
cup of tea, then I began to cry and 
could not stop for a long time. When I 
had finished, I got back in the car and 
drove off – we did not even talk about 
it. Whether Thầy had heard what it was 
about I do not know. But such things 
happen. It can happen that our best 
friend treats us badly and we do not 
understand why. I still do not know to 
this day why my novice friend left me 
standing there, and it is no longer im-
portant. My job is to accept the situation 
and to learn to love him again. 

We have suffered enough

The practice shows us that anything is 
possible. My novice friend is certainly 
no Buddha, otherwise he would not 
have done it. And because we are not 
Buddhas, we make mistakes. How can 
we deal with something like this? Only 
with compassion. We can only trans-
form these situations with love. If we 
harbor bad feelings in our hearts, then 
sooner or later it will have negative 
consequences, perhaps in a completely 
different situation or place. But primar-
ily we hurt ourselves. The first suffering 
is to be in a difficult situation. But then 
not to forgive, not to be able to love 
again – that is the second painful arrow 
that causes us to really suffer.

The Buddha said: “Bhikkhu, if an arrow 
pierces your flesh, does it cause pain?” 
“Oh yes”, said the monk. “And if there 
is a second arrow which comes and 
thrusts the first one in even deeper, is 
that painful?” “Yes, Respected World-
Honored One”, replied the monk, “And 

the pain will not only be double, but 10 
times as painful!” “So it is”, answered 
the Buddha. “My teaching should help 
to remove this pain upon the pain, 
which is like a second arrow.” We can-
not prevent the initial pain. It can hit us 
at any time as the result of karma. But 
this teaching should liberate us from 
karma, which means from a reaction – 
the second arrow – that causes even 
more pain.

Karma is something that happens. 
Sometimes it is avoidable; sometimes it 
is unavoidable. We can prevent a lot of 
things with mindfulness, but some 
things are simply out of our control. 
What should we do then? The teachings 
of the Buddha tell us that we already 
suffer and do not need more suffering. 
To return to my novice friend, the monk 
who left me standing on that Christmas 
day, I do not know what karmic action 
led to that. But the teachings of the 
Buddha helped me to accept it, free 
myself from hate and anger, let go of 
sadness, and feel compassion. Then I 
am free. And this is possible. 

The fruit of meditation

If we have a clear understanding of who 
we are, and what our place in the entire 
universe is, then we can liberate our-
selves from all possible adversity, from 
anger and unhappiness, and we can be 
free. The Buddha said that hate cannot 
be an answer to hate; the only way to 
respond is with compassion. Compassion 
is the only way to liberate our hearts. 
Often something happens that causes us 
to ask: “Why did that happen to me? I 
have always done my best.” We are not 
immune from these situations. 

Even the Buddha, who with his teach-
ings helped many people to lead a good 
life, was exposed to acts of jealousy. His 
cousin, Devadatta, set an elephant on 
him; however, the Buddha had so much 
compassion that the elephant stopped 
and did not trample him. In another 
attempt on the Buddha’s life, Devadatta 
hurled a rock from above that grazed 
the Buddha and injured his ankle so 
that he could not walk for several 

months. What had the Buddha done 
wrong? Nothing. But the Buddha con-
tinued to teach that hate cannot be an 
answer to hate, we can only respond to 
hate with compassion. This made him 
free.

This is the fruit of meditation: to liber-
ate ourselves from resistance to life. 
Giving up the idea of being and non- 
being, of birth and death leads to free-
dom. The gift of meditation is that it 
allows us to achieve peace in this way. 
We can go through life and maintain 
compassion in our hearts in all 
situations. 

In the 1960s, Thầy campaigned for 
peace in Vietnam with the result that 
both governments – the North and the 
South – banished him. As with the 
Buddha, there was attempt on Thầy’s 
life during the Vietnam War and he 
spent 39 years in exile. 

Also, during his lifetime the Buddha has 
been falsely accused of many things 
and he remained silent. The same for 
Thầy: he also has been the victim of 
many false accusations and he also 
chose not to defend himself. What can 
we do about such things? I talked earlier 
about the world of illusions – the fish 
jumps out of the sea and becomes a bird 
or even an eagle, soars ever higher and 
flies away. That is how it is! A thought 
rises up and becomes an all-encom-
passing virtual reality.

To understand this process deeply is the 
fruit of meditation. To response to this 
world of illusion and to all situations in 
our life with great compassion is the 
fruit of meditation. It takes time when 
we are not used to it, but it is the way.

Cultivating our karma 

So, what exactly is meditation? A broad 
field! We can practice our whole lives 
and still not entirely grasp it. In 12 
years, I will be 70. Will I know a lot 
more, then? Since the time of the 
Buddha, for more than 2,500 years, 
people have been seeking an answer to 
this question. So, what is meditation? 
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At least we have a certain overview of 
what it means.

The term “meditation” has been em-
ployed in the Western intellectual circle 
with the connotation of “contempla-
tion”, deep reflection, or study of a 
particular object. René Descartes wrote 
about meditation. He posed the ques-
tion: what is it possible to know with 
certainty? He studied the thought pro-
cess intensively and reasoned that the 
very fact that we think is proof that 
thinking exists. This in turn led him to 
the conclusion: “I think, therefore I 
am.” In the Zen tradition there is a dif-
ferent perspective: “I think, therefore I 
am not.” This is not a denial of the 
thought process, rather it expresses the 
view that when we are lost in our 
thoughts, we have lost contact with life, 
with reality. For the Buddha, what then 
did the Buddha discover about medita-
tion after searching for so many years? 
From the Pali Canon, one of the early 
sources of Buddhist teaching, we can 
express an aspect of the fruit of the 
Buddha’s meditation in the statement: 
“I suffer, therefore I am.”

People come to different conclusions 
depending on where they focus their 

attention. In my last trip to Vienna, I 
spoke to a man who looks after young 
people with problems. He told me these 
young people are so fixated on their 
smartphones or tablets, that for them 
these are godlike. If you try to take 
them away, they can become aggressive 
and violent. Perhaps they would say: “I 
play/surf/chat, therefore I am!” We de-
fine ourselves in terms of our karma, 
our actions. Whether we think, suffer, 
chat – who we “are” is defined by what 
we do. Meditation, in the sense of 
Indian Buddhism, has a much wider 
meaning than just contemplation or 
investigation, it also means cultivation 
or bhāvanā. What are we cultivating? 
We cultivate our karma. This means we 
allow something new to arise that was 
not previously there, like a plant that 
grows from a grain of rice. For this we 
need seeds, the earth, water etc. In 
Buddhism it is the same with 
meditation. 

What are we cultivating? Many differ-
ent seeds, different potentialities, are 
stored in us. Our position, as mentioned, 
is in the middle. There is no limit either 
upwards or downwards. We have won-
derful potential, but also potential that 
can pull us down into the realm of 

darkness and deep suffering. So, we 
need to recognize our seeds or potential, 
we need to stocktake – this is the first 
exercise. The practice of mindfulness 
helps us to recognize our seeds. When 
we feel joy, then we can recognize – 
this is joy. Likewise, when sadness or 
craving arise. The idea is not to become 
a battlefield on which good and evil 
wage war. For this reason, we call the 
seeds that can lead to suffering unskill-
ful rather than evil or bad. This is a 
good designation, because why does, 
for example, anger arise? Not because 
we are bad, but because we cannot deal 
with a situation. We feel like we have 
reached a dead end and are frustrated. 
Anger or sadness want to tell us some-
thing. This is where the practice comes 
in: it teaches us to be skillful, to adjust 
to life, to live it skillfully.

Cultivating our skillfulness

How do we deal with unskillful seeds: 
rage, anger, sadness, jealousy, uncer-
tainty, loneliness, fear, desire for ap-
proval? They are all signals that in 
themselves are neither good nor bad. 
We experience them because we are a 
dynamic system and we need feedback 
in order to know how we should react. 



70 | The Path of Meditation

It is very dangerous if someone has no 
sensations in their hands and feet and 
cannot feel heat; they can injure them-
selves because their brain does not re-
ceive any feedback. The same applies to 
people who due to a brain impairment 
that effects their vision and they cannot 
correctly judge the continuity of the 
rising level of water when they pour 
water into a glass. We can consider 
ourselves lucky when we do not have 
such disabilities. We need a functioning 
feedback system. And all the emotions 
just listed that cause us suffering are 
signals that something in our life is 
blocked. In meditation we notice that 
we are feeling anger, but we do not re-
buke ourselves for it, rather we recog-
nize that we need to calm ourselves. We 
remind ourselves that there is always a 
solution – we really need to accept this, 
make a mantra out of it. Do not be 
nervous, do not be afraid – there is 

always a solution.

Our new kitchen at EIAB was built be-
tween 2014 and 2017. You can well 
imagine that there were all kinds of 

difficulties. After it was finally finished 
and the brothers and sisters started to 
cook, we could smell the kitchen odors 
throughout our long corridors. What 
was going on? We had spent hundreds 
of thousands of Euro, including on a 
good ventilation system, but we could 
even smell cooking far away from be-
hind the bookshop! I contacted the 
company that had installed the ventila-
tion system. It took an awfully long 
time and many emails, but with the 
help of our lawyer and architect it was 
finally established that the planning 
engineers and the installation company 
had made mistakes. We then had a big 
meeting with the insurance company, 
lawyer, architect etc. about who should 
pay what. The man from the insurance 
company was amazed that I remained 
so calm. I explained to him that that is 
our practice – I was certain that a 
solution would be found. For sure, EIAB 
would have to pay still more, but a 
solution would be found. I sat there and 
looked at all the people: the engineers, 
the people from the insurance company 
etc. and I felt a lot of compassion. 

EIAB does not belong to me; it belongs 
to the whole community, the German 
people and ultimately the universe. The 
problem was not part of me, of my 
“self”, in just the same way that this 
body, these feelings, these perceptions 
are not “me”. I am not trapped in that 
which I perceive as my consciousness. 
The people with whom I discussed the 
kitchen problem have a company, a job, 
customers, a house, car, wife, children, 
they need to plan their holidays – I do 
not have or need to do any of these 
things. These people have a complicated 
life, which is why I looked at them 
through the eyes of compassion. 

The lawyers will find a more-or-less 
acceptable solution for our problem 
with the kitchen, so there is nothing to 
get worked up about. Meditation helps 
to develop this type of attitude, to cul-
tivate our skillful potential. We can re-
main relaxed and peaceful in every 
situation. This does not mean that we 
just sit there and do nothing. We 
 develop and align ourselves with the 
things that make life a blessing. I enjoy 
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my life a lot, including the suffering, 
because I can learn to accept and trans-
form it. A friend asked me how I subse-
quently got on with the novice friend 
who simply left me standing at 
Christmas. Once the time of sadness had 
passed, I treated him completely nor-
mally and drank tea together with him. 
Now I knew how he could be, but I did 
not judge it, I just accepted it. Later, I 
helped him to get a visa for the U.S.; he 
then left the community and became a 
lay person. I do not hold anything 
against him.

So much happens in our lives, but if we 
are skillful we can learn from it and 
adapt. Everything is a lesson and there-
fore a blessing. Smile and grow. Thầy 
always said if we walk further and 
further along the road, then at some 
point we will tire, stumble and fall. As 
an experienced practitioner, we know 
when we have fallen, simply because 
we are tired. We rest and then carry on. 
We do not just lie there disheartened. 
We get up and carry on, that is our 
practice. The Buddha always empha-
sized that we have the potential to 
 develop skilfulness – even to become a 
Buddha. 

The Buddha’s roadmap

In his early teachings the Buddha taught 
37 ways to cultivate this potential or 
the thirty-seven factors supporting an 
enlightened way of living 
(bodhipākṣika).

The first four factors are the Four 
Estab lishments of Mindfulness (smṛtyu-
pasthāna). We practice mindfulness of 
the body, feelings, perceptions, mental 
formations and objects of mind. With 
regard to the body, this means that we 
are mindful of all our bodily actions 
in our everyday life, whether we walk, 
sit, dress ourselves, open the door etc. 
Then we are aware of our feelings, 
pleasant, unpleasant or neutral, and 
know  whether a feeling is pleasant, 
unpleasant etc. The same with mental 
activities, i.e. emotions and percep-
tions, and, finally, with the objects of 
mind, the Dharma. For example, we 

think about goodness and know we are 
thinking about it.

After this come the Four Right Efforts/
exertions (samyakpradhāna), which 
cultivate positive potential and aban-
don the unskillful. As already discussed, 
positive aspects can be found in 
everything. In Chinese and Indian 
folklore there is the story of a rich 
farmer who had a horse. One day it 
disappears in the forest and the neigh-
bors say: “What bad luck!”. Then the 
horse returns followed by several wild 
horses and the neighbours say: “What 
luck! Now you have so many horses.”. 
Then the farmer’s son tries to tame the 
wild horses. A horse throws him off and 
he breaks his leg. Once again, the 
neighbors say: “What bad luck!”. Each 
time the farmer says to his neighbors: “I 
don’t know. I’m not so sure.” Then war 
breaks out and many young men have 
to join the army. But the son with the 
broken leg does not have to go. So, we 
do not ultimately know what bad luck 
is and what it is not. The story tells us 
that, regardless of how difficult a situa-
tion in life is, we can benefit from it. 
This is the teaching of right diligence 
– to learn to see the good in every situ-
ation. It is always there.

Sr. Song Nghiem was recently in 
Vietnam. She met two childhood friends 
with whom she used to  play in the 
river. The two ladies reminisced about 
old times which Sr. Song Nghiem could 
only vaguely remember. But her friends 
were happy and cheerful. And although 
they are very poor, with only a crooked 
bamboo hut and cracked pots, they are 
full of joy and laughter. Sr. Song 
Nghiem could hardly believe it. These 
women know nothing about the teach-
ings of the Buddha, nothing about 
meditation, how can they be so joyful? 
Then Sr. Song Nghiem had the insight 
that these people had always practiced 
right diligence by concentrating on the 
good things in life. It is important to her 
that we also practice this. So, for exam-
ple, every evening before we go to bed, 
we can call to mind three positive ex-
periences we had during the day, write 
them down and feel them physically. In 

the morning after breakfast, we can 
focus on thinking of three things for 
which we can be thankful in life: the 
food, the sunshine, healthy eyes with 
which we can see it. Throughout the 
day we can decide to feel joy or happi-
ness and to cultivate them.  Perhaps we 
will not feel it at first, but gradually the 
joyful feeling will come. The practice 
will help it to grow, just as with the 
friends of Sr. Song Nghiem.

Then there are the Four Bases of Mental 
Power (ṛddhipāda) which are factors 
critical to accomplishing any goal, 
whether mundane or transcendental.

Then the Five Faculties (indriya) is the 
five spiritual faculties from which 
everything emanates: faith, right dili-
gence, right mindfulness, right concen-
tration and wisdom.

Next are the Five Strengths (bala), once 
again, faith, right diligence, right mind-
fulness, right concentration and wis-
dom. They are the same as the five 
faculties, just at a different stage of 
development or the five manifested 
strengths of the five faculties.

And then come the Seven Factors of 
Enlightenment (saṃbodhyaṅga): 
mindfulness, investigation of the 
Dharma, right diligence, being at ease 
or lightness, joy and happiness, concen-
tration and letting go.

The last component is the Noble 
Eightfold Path (mārgaṅga). This con-
sists of right view, right intention, right 
speech, right action, right livelihood, 
right diligence, right mindfulness, and 
right concentration. Each of these as-
pects is worthy of more detailed exam-
ination; here I can offer just a brief 
overview.

These are the 37 ways to cultivate the 
potential in us. 

Practicing on the path

First, we practice mindfulness and try 
to investigate reality, to understand it, 
what brings us suffering and what 
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brings us happiness. An example: I ac-
companied a brother to see his family 
and attend the funeral of his father. His 
brother-in-law was a chain smoker. 
During the ceremony I helped the young 
man not to smoke by using the seven 
factors of enlightenment. If you want to 
stop smoking, then you take a cigarette 
and know that you are taking a ciga-
rette, and that you want to smoke it. 
This is mindfulness. Then you look at 
the cigarette and make clear to yourself 
what the result of smoking it will be. 
The smoke will get into your nose and 
lungs, into the liver, very destructive. 

This is the investigation. Whoever 
wants to investigate it more closely 
should go to a cancer ward. Then fol-
lows right diligence: to do your best not 
to smoke. I pointed out to him that by 
smoking he is endangering the health 
of his small son more than his own. He 
should consider all that before he strikes 
the match. Then he thought about how 
bad the air would be once he had 
lighted up. Joy, happiness and ease 
would be gone. The nicotine would also 
disrupt his concentration or composure. 
So, he should focus his willpower and 
not light the match. And indeed, months 

later I received the news that – thanks 
to the seven factors of enlightenment 
– he had been able to give up 
smoking.

So, here are the 37 ways to cultivate the 
potential in us. Later, as the Mahayana 
developed Buddhist thought further, 
emptiness and compassion were added. 
I go into this more deeply in my article 
on the Path of the Bodhisattva (please 
see this article on page 2). Here I have 
sketched the path of meditation, now it 
is time to practice and develop it.
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Singing at the EIAB
A declaration of love to an underrated practice

When I read the experiences of Sangha 
friends, speak with course-participants, 
or consider my own relationship with 
singing, a sense of incomprehension 
and ingratitude arises. Replaced, shortly 
after, by euphoria and a satisfied 
humming. 

When I go to a Buddhist temple – 
whether in Nepal, India, Singapore, 
Vienna, Sydney, Thenac or Waldbröl – I 
usually meet people who sing. All 
Buddhist schools have singing as part 
of their ceremonies, though the content 
of the songs differs tremendously. This 
practice can give newcomers a uneasy 
feeling. We may come from a religious 
tradition in which a standard text, Our 
Father etc., is sung or recited during a 
service, but how often do we chant? 
Many of us in the Western world have 
come to regard religious services as a 
meaningless remnant of an earlier, 
more superstitious time. When I watch 
a Buddhist “song service,” I see people 
bowing or playing gongs and drums. 

At the EIAB, leaving aside big ceremo-
nies, you can hear gongs and drums 
every second day. Monks and nuns offer 
incense, food and flowers to one or 
multiple figures on the altar. The sing-
ing can be in a foreign language, even 
if every participant speaks English, 
French or German. Given that Buddhism 
is a non-theistic religion, this may seem 
bewildering. If I do not understand the 
underlying elements of practice, then a 
service can appear as theistic as a 
Catholic mass.

Singing and enlightenment

Buddhist liturgies are not meant to 
worship a god, but to help us achieve 
enlightenment. In Buddhism, enlighten-
ment (bodhi) is usually defined by one’s 

own delusions – especially the delusions 
of the ego and a separate self. 
Enlightenment as awakening is not in-
tellectual, but rather a radical change in 
our perception and experience. Singing 
is a method to cultivate mindfulness, a 
tool that helps me to wake up. I suppose 
it helps you too!

Variations of Buddhist chants

There are several types of texts that are 
sung in the context of Buddhist 
ceremonies.

• It can be a sutra that is sung, in 
whole or in part (also known as sut-
ta). A sutra is a sermon of the Buddha 
or one of his disciples. Many of the 
sutras of Mahayana Buddhism were 
composed after the Buddha had left 
his human physical body.

• The text can be a mantra – a short 
sequence of words or syllables that 
are often repeated and considered to 
be transformative. An example of a 
mantra is om mani padme hum, 
which is associated with Tibetan 
Buddhism. A mantra can be a version 
of meditation.

• A Dharani is something like a man-
tra, although it is usually longer. 
Dharanis are the essence of the 
teachings, and the repeated singing 
of a Dharani can generate beneficial 
energy, like protection or healing. 
The singing of a Dharani also subtly 
alters the mind of the chanting per-
son. Dharanis are usually sung in 
Sanskrit. Sometimes the syllables 
have no definite meaning; the em-
phasis is rather on the sound.

• A Gatha is a short verse that is sung 
or recited. In the Western world, 
Gathas were often translated into the 
language of practice songs. Unlike 
mantras and dharanis, it is the mes-
sage of the gatha that is crucial, 
rather than the way they sound. 
Some chants are restricted to specific 
Buddhist schools. Nianfo (Chinese) or 
Nembutsu (Japanese) is the practice 
of reciting the name of the Amitabha 
Buddha, a practice found only in 
those forms of Buddhism known as 
Pure Land. Nichiren Buddhism is 
associated with the Daimoku Nam 
Myoho Renge Kyo, which is an ex-
pression of the belief in the Lotus 
Sutra.
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How to sing

When I was new to Buddhism, I was 
advised to listen carefully to what ev-
eryone around me did and to simply 
imitate it. I harmonised my voice with 
most of the other vocals (no group is 
completely in tune), copied the volume 
of people around me and began to sing. 
Chanting as part of a group meditation 
is something everyone does together. A 
moment of joyful collective awakening. 
So do not just listen to how you your-
self chant, listen to everyone else as 
well. Be part of a big voice. Be part of 
the Sangha body´s voice. At the EIAB, 
in Plum Village or a well organized 
Sangha we often receive the written 
text for the song. Let’s treat the hymn 
book or song sheet with respect. It is the 
means to convey the wisdom-teaching 
contained in the song. Do I feel what 
I’m singing, is also a question the 
Sangha likes to ask. Am I blooming as 
a flower, is the door of my heart open? 
Or am I just singing out of habit, has it 
become an empty ritual, and are the 
words leaving my mouth empty of real 
meaning?

Translation or original language?

As Buddhism moves westwards, some 
of its traditional liturgies are now sung 
in English or other European languages. 
However, I have found that a significant 
part of the liturgy is still sung in Asian 
languages, even by Westerners who do 
not speak them. Why might that be, I 
wondered? For mantras and dharanis, 
the sound of the singing is just as im-
portant, if not more so, than their 
meaning. In some traditions it is said 

that the sounds are manifestations of 
the true nature of reality. When Mantras 
and Dharanis are sung with great con-
centration and mindfulness, they can 
become intense group meditations. 
Sutras are another matter, and some-
times the question of whether or not to 
translate a sutra into song is a contro-
versial issue. Singing a sutra in our own 
language helps us to internalize its in-
tegral teaching in a way that reading 
can not. However, some groups prefer 
to use Asian languages, partly to im-
prove the sound and partly to maintain 
a bond with the Dharma brothers and 
sisters around the world, establishing a 
net of practice and boundless love ex-
panding from Waldbröl to Hongkong to 
Thenac to Paris to Thailand, the US, 
Africa and so on to wherever people 
share the practice. At the EIAB and in 
Plum Village the language used for 
chanting is alternated and everyone is 
provided with a sutra book to enable 
them to follow the singing in a lan-
guage they understand. To many friends 
of mine, singing seems meaningless at 
first. I then tell them to be check that 
their minds are free to enter the new 
doors that may just open for them. 
Many older practitioners and teachers 
say that what they found most labori-
ous and “foolish” when they started 
practicing was exactly what triggered 
their first experience of a strong 
awakening.

In my role as a Sangha facilitator I have 
learned a lot through singing in partic-
ular. Nonetheless, singing can also 
quickly become judgemental, because 
our hearing consciousness immediately 
hears disharmony, and our dualistic 

mind may cry: “Ahhhhh, wrong, apall-
ing, he’s blaring like a handicapped 
snow owl, arghh, she is snarling like a 
collar-lizard.” Or you propose singing 
in the sangha and the faces turn dull as 
if they were carved from yak butter. 
After some years of micro-friction, I 
have since become accustomed to prac-
ticing singing for longer. I emphasise 
the calming effect associated with the 
vagus nerve and respiratory regulation, 
as well as the mindfulness-based man-
tras in the songs, which blaze new 
neural pathways in our brain, as well as 
the enjoyment we can derive from me-
lodious, non-judgemental community. 
Finally, I invite people to dwell in ac-
ceptance, pointing out that when we 
practice singing there is no wrong or 
right, just the feeling of being part of 
the sangha body, being connected with 
ourselves and everything around us. 
This leads to immediate relaxation as it 
is clearly such a large part of group 
singing. My friend Jarem Sawatsky, 
peacebuilder, professor and author, 
chose the following poem when talking 
about Thay’s peace work in the chapter 
“What if Justice is About Whole While 
Learning to Sing?”

The Unbroken

There is a brokenness
out of which comes the unbroken,

a shatteredness
out of which blooms  
the unshatterable.

There is a sorrow beyond all grief
which leads to joy and a fragility

out of whose depths emerges strength.
There is a hollow space

too vast for words
through which we pass with each loss,

out of whose darkness we are 
sanctioned into being.

There is a cry deeper than all sound
whose serrated edges cut the heart

as we break open to the place inside
which is unbreakable and whole,

while learning to sing.
(Rashani 1991)

Aron I. Samson.  
Deep Courage of the Source
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It’s a Game
Family Retreat with Children at the EIAB

It’s a game. Sister Song Nghiem 
against the children: ‘I bet you can’t 
practice the four Ss for the whole 
retreat! S and S as in soft-hearted and 
smiling, S for slow and S for speaking 
softly. If you win I’ll give you a prize’. 
That was the nun’s challenge to the 
children.

And on the very first evening the 
children, from 6 to 12, together 
with the monks, nuns and helpers, 
prepare to begin the game. All of 
them a bit tired from the journey and 
excited by their new surroundings. 
The programme includes getting to 
know you games – so Brother Phap 
Tri is transformed into Brother ‘Tree’, 
Sister Sangh Soi becomes Sister 
‘Titi’; there is a Sister ‘Moon’ and a 
Brother ‘Nemo’. All the monks and 
nuns receive a nick name for the 
family retreat. At 9 o’clock they all 
fall exhausted, softly and silently (it 
is noble silence) into bed.

For the children the day begins with 
breakfast. There is porridge, fruit and 
other delights. At meals too ‘noble 
silence’ is practiced together with the 
family. No-one talks until after the 
washing up is over. (1:0 to the children). 

Before the Dharma talk the children 
waste no time in finding their way be-
tween the monastery buildings, mostly 
gathering around the table tennis table. 
Running around the smiles soon turn 
into exuberant laughter.

At nine it is time to begin in the medi-
tation hall. Sitting in the first row the 
children listen to the words of the 
monks and nuns giving the Dharma 
talk for children. They explain how to 
invite the bell, what a butterfly has to 
do with me and how stones in the 
‘pebble meditation’ can help us medi-
tate. After half-an-hour the youngsters 
leave parents and adults in the medita-
tion hall behind them and make their 

way to the Buddha Hall, in a different 
building. 

Here they talk about the talk they have 
just heard and every child gets a chance 
to invite the bell. Soon after the group 
games begin with a lot of singing. 
Thirsty, and a bit hungry, the children 
take a break to practise ‘snack medita-
tion’: they enjoy a cookie and some 
diluted juice in mindfulness. Still and 
concentrated, every bite and every gulp 
is a delight. The time goes by far too 
quickly and before they know it the 
parents are there to pick the children up 
for walking meditation.

Once the delicious food has been eaten 
in silence and mindfulness with the 
family, the children use the start of the 
afternoon to play with each other. 

At 4.30 p.m. the programme resumes: 
buddhas are shaped and sculpted, 
stones and bells are crafted with felt, 
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and candles made. One of the high 
points is the hike with the forester 
Johannes through the surrounding 
woods, with parents also invited to 
come along to accompany their children 
through the woods. 

Whilst later in the evening the older 
children listen to stories, or continue to 
make things, the programme for the 
younger children ends at dinner time. 
They have earned a night’s rest after a 
very full day. Of course, they are al-
lowed to sit together with their parents 
around the campfire, where there is 
stick bread baked over the campfire, 
singing and lively conversation.

On the last day but one there is a cere-
mony for the whole family. It is ‘flower 
watering’. Just like flowers need water, so 
people need love. Over the last few days, 
the children, and the adults, have been 
preparing themselves for this moment. 
The children can tell their daddy and/or 
mummy what they are grateful for and 
what they really appreciate about them. 
The parents also have the space to do the 
same with their loved ones. What was a 
very emotional moment finds its close 
with the singing of a few songs.

On the last day, for those children who 
would like to, there is a chance to re-
ceive the two promises. In front of 
parents, the monks and nuns, the chil-
dren promise to ‘develop understanding 
in order to live peacefully with people, 
animals, plants, and minerals’. 

Then below the names of their newly 
acquired friends, there is a chance to 
write what they like about them on a 
piece of paper shaped as a flower petal. 
To say goodbye, children and parents 
sing ‘No coming, no going’ together 
with the Sangha.

Oh well, it seems like Sister Song 
Nghiem lost: 4-0 to the children and the 
promised prizes appear! ‘Next year we 
will win again’, cry the children joyfully 
as they wave goodbye to the EIAB in 
Waldbröl. 

Uli Lüttringhaus
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The weight of the air
A Wake-Up-Retreat in the EIAB

Being asked to reflect on WUYA retreats 
is both something joyful and something 
heartbreaking at the same time, not 
what you might expect to read but if 
you have a few minutes I will introduce 
you to two friends of mine and you‘ll 
see why...

‚It‘s hard; you come a long 
way, you make a life and you 
end up in a detention centre‘

(Joseph)

I’m not sure, it’s difficult,  
I just had this hope, I said  
I’m not going to give up.

After the darkest times,  
the light is coming.

(Ahmad)

It‘s an April morning at the EIAB, we 
gather in the silence for the morning 
meditation, one by one our artists come 
through the door, take a blanket and 
settle in the circle. From where I am sat 
by the bell I let my eyes settle on 
Ahmad and Joseph, two friends who I 
know have had the longest journeys to 
reach us. Over the last few years Ahmad 
(from Syria) and Joseph (from Uganda) 
have sought refugee status from unsafe 
situations, travelled miles and miles and 
to reach somewhere to settle and 
through friends who knew friends who 

knew Wake Up, are today and this week 
blessing us with their presences.

Both are quiet until you get to know 
them and then come stories, laughter 
and smiles, the comparisons of life at 
home to here in Europe, the food, the 
customs and traditions, and ways of 
life. That said, both find a home from 
home in the Plum Village tradition, 
resonances of the contemplative nature 
of Islamic and Christian backgrounds, 
together with the contemporary peace 
work that moves them both. We raised 
the funds for their week here from 
within the Wake Up and Wake Up Your 
Artists International communities, and 
I‘m so glad we did, as I later that week 
watch Ahmad playing with one of the 
children and Joseph deep in conversa-
tion with another friend I feel they have 
brought us so much by being here. 

As the 30 of us spend this week together 
meditating, sharing, writing, drawing, 
painting, singing and becoming a 
family.

‚The Weight of the Air‘

(Ahmad)

‚The perseverance  
of the Blue Whale‘

(Joseph)

Mid week we do a workshop called 
‚Healing Song‘ where we ask the group 
to sing a blessing to us. Retreatants 
choose something they feel will bring 
them strength. For me this was a mo-
ment of connection with both Joseph 
and Ahmad; their requests above, and 
moreover a connection to so many 
others who would wish to move as the 
air and who need the spirit if the Blue 
Whale.

So this article is less about my new 
friends really, though I have shared a 
few things but more about how their 
story is shared by thousands of asylum 
seekers across the world. Statistics 
suggest some 68 million people are 
displaced world wide due mainly to 
climate change and political unrest.

What would it be like to offer asylum 
seekers to share the Plum Village prac-
tices, to touch the peaceful spaces the 
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Plum Village sangrias have nurtured so 
well as a community? 

We have found it has been a heart-
breakingly beautiful experience. 

A poem from Joseph

Slow me down universe 
ease the pounding of my heart 
by quieting my mind.

Give me amid the confusion of 
my days 
the calmness of rolling hills 
break the tension in my nerves 
with soothing streams.

Help me know the power of 
sleep

Teach me the art of one minute 
holidays.

To look at a blooming flower 
or the face of a child 
or a face to face chat with a 
friend

Joseph Mpanga

Joe Holtaway

Joe Holtaway, from England, is a sing-
er/songwriter and member of the Wake 
Up London Sangha and facilitates Wake 
Up Your Artist at the EIAB with friend 
Larissa Mazbouh. 
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The Dharma of youth –  
Examples from the Wake Up generation

Wake Up is the youth group in the fourfold Sangha, for people from 17 to 36 years.

Thank you for taking your time to read 
what I have written and I hope you feel 
that I was thinking of you when I wrote 
this text. Textosaurus Rex. Primordial 
language. When I look at my approach 
to Buddhist teachings in zoological 
terms, I often perceive it as a multi- 
segmented touch-sensitive worm, 
something eternally invertebrate. 
Whenever I consciously reached out 
towards certain areas, I experienced 
that this area of teaching was receding, 
but I received a short glimpse of the 
endless abundance of practice and 
theory. That was intimidating for me, 
but also sobering. I was deficit-oriented 
and self-absorbed; frightened by what I 
did not know, overemphasizing what 
was familiar to me. Today I know, that 
I had confused aimlessness with a lack 
of concentration. Today I know, that I 
thought I had to understand the Dharma 
seals before I experienced touching the 
earth and eating mindfully. Today I 

know, that I can trust the conditions. 
Today I know, that tomorrow I will no 
longer say that today I know. If I look 
at the diligence with which I turned to 
the EIAB during the last six months, I 
can see that I was ready to start anew. 
No more empty rituals. No more terse: 
“I know that”. No more Wake Up T-shirts 
and Malas without right diligence. And 
at some point, I shall have no more 
dogmatisms.

Karmic actions

At Wake Up, we work collectively on 
our habits, look at them and understand 
more and more who we are. From 
which source what is derived, what is 
interdependent. It is seldom that we do 
this explicitly in the sangha sessions, 
because most of us have already expe-
rienced the mono-causal stabbing in 
the dark at the universities of this 
world. We rather sing, negotiate leader-

ship, share from the heart, experience, 
invent and experience identity. For me, 
my Sangha has become a healing sub-
stitutional family, a spiritual family that 
laughs, cries, is politically non-violent 
and wants to live healthier through its 
youth. Dancing until dawn without al-
cohol. Falling in love and discovering 
true love. Questioning the system and 
trying out protest forms. At the same 
time, like many others, I am also stand-
ing like a flamingo with one leg in a 
social system that is outdated, although 
the new is still only tentatively mani-
festing itself. Where to put my second 
flamingo pivot leg? May it stay uplifted 
for this moment.

In many things in life I lacked serious-
ness and stamina, but in applied spiri-
tuality there was an acceleration and 
regularity. It was the mixture of differ-
ent elements, such as the credibility of 
the Dharma teachers, group work, 
self-understanding, social construction 
and poetry, that first was offered in 
Plum Village and then at the EIAB. On 
good days, my home sangha measures 
30 people. If we prolong a session for 
one hour, quickly retreat feelings arise. 
People with different backgrounds 
come together (refugee background, 
nationalities, deaf-mute, academic 
background, policemen, sexual orienta-
tion, Wall Street millionaires, low pay). 
It can be said that it is the classic polit-
ically correct pluralistic circle of friends. 
All these people have become ambassa-
dors of an idea of how to live life dif-
ferently. All these people are multipliers 
of the practice and after a wholesome 
Sangha session, carry a liberated smile 
into their living environment or as Thay 
called it: into the heart of reality. May 
they keep uplifting.

The wild and vain beginnings of the author
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Regaining my father as the first 

field of practice 

Summer 2016. My first year with the 
EIAB. Gone is the time when my 
Dharma families in Plum Village met 
outside under Linden-trees. I am sur-
rounded by EIAB walls, which consist 
almost entirely of a calligraphy patch-
work, a plaid of wisdom. At that time I 
still had the demand on myself that I 
have to be a so-called “icebreaker”, that 
I have to dharma share in such a way, 
so that I cry, regain my calm, inter-
weave everything with a complex con-
struct of the Dharma and thus pave the 
way for depth and trust to the rest of 
the group so everyone should feel unin-
hibited, trusting and open up. God-
almighty, these choreographies were 
exhausting. Most of the time I forgot 
half of my prepared sharing and quickly 
invented details to inflate all Aron-
elements. Namedropping. Goldplating. 
Was that anticipatory obedience or 
learned helplessness? Anyway, looking 
back, everything didn’t make any co-
herent sense. And presumably there was 
no healing at all. Today I understand, 
that back then I did not know how to 
sink down my energy and how to share 
from a source of calm and not from a 
source of agitated fear and “self-de-
fense”. I shared of my anxious feelings 
of meeting my father and that I wanted 

to learn to understand how I could 
embrace the father parts within me. At 
that time a good two decades had 
passed since my father and I had talked, 
interlinked by lawyers, because I had 
sued him. On alimony. Not because of 
the money. I was yearning for his atten-
tion and wanted to force him to accept 
me. At that time, several men of my 
father’s age approached me after my 
sharing, told me about their father epi-
sodes. Speech circles, trips to places that 
are relevant to the fathers, reconcilia-
tion, division. This impressed me and 
reminded me of the idea of the Sangha 
body. What if individual parts of the 
body know better than I do, or do you 
need all the parts? How can I serve the 
Sangha body better and also use it 
better, I asked myself, I listened and was 
amazed. I knew it was feasible and 
above all I felt a healthy ambition 
within me. What was it that made the 
distance to my father seem so insur-
mountable? The eternal narrative loops 
of my other relatives, who disparaged 
him with disdain and out of their own 
pain? I recognized the communication 
structure of my family. It was the focus 
on the insufficient. It was the fact that 
he had not behaved according to their 
expectations. Their expectations. He 
was an artist. It was in his self-styled 
true nature not to behave as expected. 
My willingness to understand him grew. 

My pride too. Healthy pride in the fact 
that I felt that my compassion for this 
man grew within me and that touching 
the earth and the loving kindness med-
itation bore fruits. My father. At the 
same time the compassion for my nu-
clear family grew, because I saw that 
unconsciously so much poison trickled 
out of their hearts. The poison of their 
own unprocessed wounds. I also saw 
that it was the average view on the 
world. The reptilian brain view, tinted 
by endangerment, disparagement, the 
self-preservation. For years I was the 
executioner and executed in this game 
of my own habitual energy. Suddenly I 
saw clearly. Nevertheless, it needed a 
triggering situation. Christmas, 
Christmas Eve. My partner had a skype 
with me. It was winter and she was far 
away, in a difficult social setting, work-
ing with refugees in Greece. My family 
joined the Skype. I felt the relief of my 
partner and that she is about to cry for 
further relief and that she needs people 
who can hold the space. It was this 
moment when I felt how unsympathetic 
my family was and that they were keen 
to leave the room after small talk, when 
they noticed that tears were emerging 
in my partner. I was angry and I em-
braced the anger, was there for my 
partner and held the space for her pain. 
At that moment I felt the knob of 
Manjushri’s sword thundering on the 
back of my head. I felt how much I 
loved my family but also how little I 
understood how they could be so 
thoughtless. Looking back, I see the 
inexperience of my family, what it 
means to endure a bodhisattva stay 
abroad and recognize their emotional 
tiredness. But at that moment it was the 
ignition: I never wanted to act like that 
again. Thay Phap An once called this a 
subtle enlightenment: to know what 
you do not want anymore and to imme-
diately stop this behavior or leave cer-
tain situations. I did a few minutes of 
walking meditation, found some words 
of self-love for myself, felt clarity and 
joy. I dialed my father’s phone number. 
Beeep beeeeep... “Hello?”... My heart 
rumbled down the stairs. I breathed 
deeply and sang a Christmas song. 
Quietly and with Mettâ in the voice. He 

My home sangha at the birthday BEING for Thay. In immeasurable love I think of it.
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was surprised and said “hello” again? I 
replied, “hello, this is Aron. Your son” 
and laughed coquettishly. May it have 
been uplifting. We met a few days later. 
I told him about myself and my family 
and he about himself. Here with my 
family as there with him, I reported to 
the others. To my family I reported on 
my father’s remorse and life full of af-
fliction and felt, how the shame of their 
hard judgment merged with their com-
passionate consciousness. I realized: 
this will be my way. To make others 
understand others. To dissolve other-
ness and alienation. Above all, I swore 
to myself that I would always create 
understanding about myself with oth-
ers. The seasons turned and I turned 
with them, retired from a community 
and found myself in a nature villa with 
5 hectares of land, on the fringes of 
Vienna, where I could practice chanting 
and anything else, as it pleased me. 
Through the experience with my father 
I had caught fire. I was ablaze to the 
idea I had of the practice. I felt like a 
spoiled forest monk. Hornets, giant vi-
pers, woodpeckers and big spiders ap-
peared in my kitchen. I commuted to 
Vienna daily to work and research. I 
had disentangled myself, found perfect 
conditions for my practice. Once a week 
I was facilitating my home sangha in 
Vienna, finding my way back to a 
self-efficacy and self-love that stripped 
down almost all unwholesome parts of 
my narcissism. For me, sangha work 
means being there and aware. To shape. 
To refresh. But also, to look lovingly at 
one’s own and other sangha members 
ability to spread the wings, to fly. This 
is where Bodhisattva-hood becomes 
more available to me. Assisting with 
affirmations. Pointing out bigger inter-
dependencies. Introducing others, 
overlapping projects, aspirations. 
Support. Gently questioning artificial 
boundaries and agendas. I gladly ask 
questions. Can you get out of your 
comfort zone? Is this retreat something 
for you? Would you like to travel to 
Plum Village or to the EIAB and see 
what it means to practice mindfulness 
for years on monastic or long-term lay 
level? You become an older or younger 
brother. Thay speaks in his book for 

freshly ordained monastics “Stepping 
into freedom” of the core task of every 
monk and every nun: to be able to 
create freedom and relaxation. I saw my 
next task in learning at the EIAB for 3 
months in winter what that might look 
like. Creating freedom and relaxation, 
which I had obviously experienced 
rather than understood during my first 
winter retreat in Plum Village. It was 
time to move from the village to the 
institute. Without judgement.

The way to the mother as the acid 

test for my own practice

My mother is severely ill. Exotic auto-
immune disease. Incurable. Since then 
my practice has changed. In former 
times there were practice elements, 
practice times and I practiced with this 
and that and so on. My life has now 
become practice. I became more aware 
of transience. In Vienna I had stained 
the five eternal remembrances of the 
Buddha in giant letters on my wall. 
Death as well as the subject of death-
lessness became more approachable 
through investigative meditations. Well 
weaned off my mother, I still see the 
vacuum of pain that will arise from her 
letting go of her body. 2019, I took a 
sabbatical, returning from Austria to 
express my love both for my spiritual 
family at EIAB and for my mother. In 
my generation, illness, old age and 
death are usually peripheral phenome-
na. I have seen people die in front of my 
eyes, I have seen people crash and I 
have cut open corpses during autopsy 
in my studies. Nothing however touched 
me as much as my visit to a conference. 
Self-aid groups from all over the world 
came together. All the members suffered 
from the same illness as my mother. I 
suddenly saw all stages of the disease 
before me. It was like a time lapse. A 
skull-like face here, there dying tissue 
on the extremities, teeth falling out of 
necrosis jaws, 22 year old ones who 
looked like sunburned 80 year old ones, 
in the final stages of the disease. It was 
a conference centre with 250 partici-
pants. It was a temple of death and an 
oasis of hope. They all hope for a scien-
tific insight. A cure. Salvation. I felt my 

heart overflowing with fear, I felt the 
people’s fear of death, the longing for 
life that clung to every green branch of 
healing. Now for the first time I felt how 
stunned someone must be who gets a 
diagnosis of being fatally ill and how 
alone one must feel at once, lost in the 
world. I also understood: you do not 
have to be afraid of death. It is the 
passage to non-death death and it is 
usually not a sudden manifestation. It 
seems to be the initiation – age, illness 
– for which we need special prepara-
tions. Again, I shared my insights and 
fears in sharing circles and also how I 
want to help my family with the 
Diamond Sutra to understand false 
ideas of lifespan, self etc. and let the 
energy sink, so that the fear decreases, 
real encounters can take place, beyond 
bashful superficiality and to advance 
into signlessness, preliminariness. Here, 
too, I experienced the encouragement 
of fellow dharma sharers who talked 
about their experiences of death and 
letting go. This made me feel supported 
and in turn nourished the mental con-
solidation of the Buddha’s five eternal 
remembrances in my consciousnesses´ 
depth. May they uplift you too.

The importance of my teachers

My human encounters in life were fa-
vourable and yet for me to accept a 
spiritual teacher asked for other condi-
tions. There was still the firestorm of 
arrogance raging in me. My first teach-
ers I had forced into the role of a sub-
stitute father, then to impeccable role 
models. Dr.Ha Vinh Tho and Lisi Ha 
Vinh were my first classical Dharma 
teachers, to whom I owe early hints on 
how a meaningful life can unfold. 
Research in Heidelberg and Vienna 
opened ways, work with the scientific 
advisor of the Dalai Lama Prof. 
Davidson as well as meetings with the 
activist Russell Brand colourfully and 
undogmatically showed me the spec-
trum how healing can look like. But 
somehow, they were all unacceptable to 
me until I read: 
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“I have the impression that many 
Western practitioners find it difficult 
to healthily assess Buddhist teachers. 

There is only one reason why you 
need a teacher, and that is to get the 
Dharma taught in such a way that 
you can walk the path and attain 
liberation with these instructions. 

Other reasons for choosing a teacher, 
such as the fact that one likes her/
him, is charming, funny, or ‘just 

great’, are as unimportant in 
choosing an authentic teacher as the 
question of if she/he is celibate or 

not or if she/he has a title like 
Rinpoche, Lama, etc.”.

(Khenpo Chödrag Tenphel Rinpoche)

Today the Sangha is my teacher. Each 
Monastic by him or herself taught me 
something. To all my Wake Up friends I 
would lovingly like to appeal: I urge 
you, be courageous and ask for help. 
Find ways to get the Dharma taught 

skillfully. Find suitable teachers and 
stay with them. Put to the test and trust. 
Embrace. Let go. The Dharma compli-
ments every stage of life, but in our 
youth, we lay the fertile ground of our 
future. Therefore let us practice touch-
ing the earth together and cultivate our 
modesty. We experiment, we feel so 
much, we are many, we are loud, we are 
the continuation of our ancestors. What 
should be our contribution?

Intersections of classical practice 

with academic/societal elements.

In deep awe I have been marvelling for 
years at how the noble Sangha renews 
itself in the practice, how it deliberately 
reforms itself. So I found myself in a 
Sangha in the EIAB, where topics like 
artificial intelligence and climate crisis 
are discussed in the context of 
Bodhisattva-hood. Hearing venerable 
monks and nuns talk about neurosci-
ence and deep ecology, shows me the 

strategic intelligence of a reform-Bud-
dhism that is fit for survival; engaged, 
with open-hearted sympathetic atten-
tion to the issues of our time. I experi-
ence how the practice arrives every-
where in my circle of friends and my 
social radius of action. My heart leaps 
of joy, when I see how groups of 
Nonviolent Communication, Extinction 
Rebellion, Occupy etc. refer to Thay or 
find among their activists friends in the 
practice. No doubt, mindfulness is a 
blossoming trend and I am optimistic 
how this has the potential to win people 
for social mindfulness, embedded in a 
canon of values that can be called 
mindfulness trainings, commandments, 
spiritual small print. When I observe my 
friends at the universities, I see how 
they offer the Dharma in their own way. 
Their way of walking, of talking, of not 
avoiding conflicts, of not reacting but 
acting, of directing their research inter-
est into mindfulness, is again and again 
a mindfulness bell for third parties who 
will be awakened. Visiting them and 
discovering sitting cushions and callig-
raphy paintings in their homes, again 
and again makes my heart blossom. 

Wake Up is a condensed energy bubble. 
Unlike an iridescent soap bubble, we are 
rather a permeable cell. Our values and 
our practices transform our environ-
ment. Every week, sangha members 
bring friends along. Recently a friend 
accompanied me to the session. For the 
second time. He was perplexed that we 
were singing and laughing so much 
besides formalized meditation. We ex-
plained to him that with mindfulness 
and concentration we insightfully cul-
tivate joy to eventually look deeply and 
embrace our suffering. In dharma 
sharing he took up his courage and told 
with a quivering sob that he is able to 
feel himself again since he attends 
Wake Up. A feeling that he had last had 
as a child. Others open up for the first 
time to their thoughts of suicide, fears, 
pain, and disorientation. Developments 
are always becoming apparent. Blocks 
of pain are touched and transformed. 
This first deep look into what is, often 
timidly provides the direction how the 
individual personal practice ought to 

Publicly stand up for what is important. With Wake Up Vienna.
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look like. These metamorphoses are not 
singular cases. They are phenomena of 
favourable conditions that bear witness, 
what is possible in human encounters, 
provided that they are coordinated in a 
healing way. Wake Up helped me to 
regain confidence in humanity, re-ap-
proach my family, embrace the plurality 
of the world with gentleness and also 
understand my own emotional short-
sightedness-ess-ess-ess-esses Yes, there 
are many.

I am not this because that is not. If I 
change that, what are the arising non-
Aron elements? Wake Up helps me to 
grow up, to feel self-efficacy in a world 
where my environment has made me a 
pathologically performance-oriented 
leader. The conditions. People I can 
cooperate with, brothers and sisters in 
the Dharma and the Dharma are there 
now. And over and over again the noble 
Sangha. What a wonderful wintertime 
it had been at the EIAB that shed light 
on everything in me. Having Br.Phap 
Xa as a sensitive mentor and being al-
lowed to accompany 10 courses of 

Br.Thay Phap An and Sr.Song Nghiem 
as translator/co-creator, as well as often 
learning other backgrounds of the 
Dharma with Sr.Bi Nghiem in grateful 
patience, changed my life profoundly. I 
am so infinitely grateful to them that 
they accompany my path. I admire their 
ability of consolidating with me on a 
relationship level so that I could accept 
constructive feedback by them at any 
time, which was the most essential ele-
ment of growth for my practice. May 
their assistance, tolerance and kindness 
uplift all.

For 2020, I vow to increase my modesty 
and to continue to collaborate with 
Plum Village filmmaker Wouter 
Verhoeven, who has made films about 
transformations, bitter poverty, war and 
approaches to the practice. I come to 
witness, that the cinematic Dharma 
finds powerful ways to bring viewers 
into action. With the Hong Kong 
Sangha, I am launching a crowdfunding 
campaign in which we want to simulta-
neously on four continents collect 
funds for the EIAB’s meditation hall, 

five million euros. I will also specify the 
plans for the Wake Up Tour in German-
speaking countries. We need a lot of 
help and we will ask for it.

Wake Up is ready to serve: we are de-
lighted to assume responsibility and are 
gaining more and more clarity inside 
and out. As an ambassador of Wake Up, 
I would like to say that I bow in grati-
tude to those who show us the way on 
this path and are patient with us. In 
enduring continuation, we would like 
to be treated for what we are and 
thereby renew the confidence in us, so 
as to be involved in all realms of centers 
and practices alike. We are your contin-
uation, you are our inspiration, stability. 
United we stand in the mantra: Together 
for a better future. 

Find a local Wake Up group at: 

www.Wkup.org

Aron I. Samson 
Deep Courage of the Source
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Thank you 
To all those who so generously  
donate their time and money
Generous Bodhisattvas, dear respected friends on the path,

We can look back over an eventful year, 
the tenth we have spent in Waldbrol at 
the EIAB. Together we have shared 
many wonderful experiences and to-
gether we have taken energetic steps 
along the path of applied Buddhism. 
You have certainly already heard that 
our teacher Thich Nhat Hanh has now 
returned to his homeland of Vietnam to 
spend the last phase of his life, con-
sciously and full of dignity. This is also 
a very important event for our commu-
nity, especially as Thay Phap An has 
been so tireless in his negotiations with 
the government in Vietnam to enable 
Thay’s return.

Driven by a deep desire to help as large 
a number of people as possible to find 
and live joyful, healthy and sustainable 
lives, we have tried to be as creative as 
possible this past year.

In 2018, we had about 4,600 bookings. 
Visitors came from 35 different coun-
tries and spent a total of 17,000 over-
night stays at the EIAB. In particular the 
Summer and New Year retreats enabled 
many people to learn the practice of 
right mindfulness and to joyfully put it 
into action in their everyday lives.

A broad spectrum of people came to 
visit: from psychology professors to 
board members of Dax companies, 
long-term unemployed and people who 
find themselves in the simplest of occu-
pations. They all left nourished and 
encouraged to continue with the prac-
tice. Several schools and universities 
have visited us, and gained an idea of 
what right mindfulness means. Follow-
up projects are already in the pipeline.

We resumed pastoral care in prisons 
and we are now working together with 
several prisons in the area.

Many of our brothers and sisters are 
diligently pressing ahead with their 
German lessons in order to be able to 
communicate better with guests and to 
offer the Dharma in German. In addi-
tion, we are providing participants of a 
German course in Waldbrol with our 
rooms free of charge, as their course 
room was burnt down.

An important project on our path is the 
construction of a new meditation hall 
here in Waldbrol. On 19th February 
2018, the fourfold community of the 
EIAB held a ceremony to lay the foun-
dation stone for the ‘Thich Nhat Hanh 
– Hall of Peace’ and initiate the next 
phase of construction for the renovation 
of the large Ashoka building. Since 
then, we have already made a good deal 
of progress. As a result of the alterations 
and conversions required from the 
outset, you can already see some of this 
progress from outside.

The renovation and extensive repair of 
the main building is expensive; but we 
can see how the rooms for guests are 
taking shape and it is clear that we are 
getting closer and closer to our goal of 
being able to welcome more and more 
guests, as well as being able to offer 
rooms to monks and nuns from Plum 
Village. In the last year alone, four new 
German brothers and sisters have been 
ordained.

What we as a monastic community in 
Waldbrol are turning into a reality is 

only possible because of the immense 
support we receive from so many people 
– through your visits to our retreats and 
seminars, through your active coopera-
tion and also through your (diverse) 
donations.

Now, more than half way through 2019, 
we would like to thank you all whole-
heartedly for your kind support and 
help. This year, too, with your donations 
you have helped us to get close to ful-
filling Thay‘s heartfelt wish to share the 
Buddha‘s teachings with people from all 
over the world in order to free them 
from suffering. This desire inspires us 
all in our daily practice.

‘For a better world’

- Thanks to your donations 

We can work on fulfilling this 

commitment 

Every day.

This year too will be one in which giv-
ing and taking is an indispensable ele-
ment of our teaching and practice. We 
therefore ask you with all our hearts to 
continue to generously support our 
construction project and in this way to 
practice the ‘perfection of giviing’ (dana 
paramita) of which the Buddha speaks 
so often.

For 2019, and also for 2020, we wish 
you and your family harmony, love, 
happiness and health. May you and 
your family, may the community of all 
living beings experience peace and 
well-being.
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We can take a leaf out of their book 
when it comes to living generosity
Where do the bread and cakes at the EIAB actually come from?

They are generous Bodhisattvas and 
respected friends who provide our daily 
bread. A short eternity of cooperation 
and the joy of donating has passed and 
the bond is more stable than ever. The 
bread was there, the will too. So the 
conditions were favourable that an ar-
tistic baker from overseas looking to 
practise heart-opening generosity and 
compassion would find Thay and his 
Sangha in 2012. He found the local 
community of a global order that has 
been prescribing peace all over the 
globe for five decades: the EIAB. We 
would like to express our deep gratitude 
for the efforts and generosity of the 
large team that supplies us with all 
types of bakery products. Respected 
David Schlenker and the respected team 
of DLS are in our eyes true earthholders: 
they work with organic and regional 
ingredients, and what is more they are 
community builders, as they guarantee 
that their products are nourished with 
joy and will nourish joy. You can taste 
just how much mindful care has gone 
into producing them and this leads to 
even more appreciation and delight 
when we eat them. We regard David 
Schlenker and his team as being in a 
lineage of idealism and mastery with 
one of the friends of the Buddha: 
Anathapindika. You have probably al-
ready heard of him. Born in Sudatta he 
received the nickname Anathapindika, 
literally ‘someone who distributes alms 
(pinda) to the poor (a- natha)’, because 
of his reputation for giving generously 
to the poor. Together with his female 
counterpart Visakha, Anathapindika 
was one of the favoured lay male stu-
dents of and the largest donor to 

Gautama Buddha. Anathapindika is 
famous as the lay male disciple of the 
Buddha, whose generosity and wisdom 
were unsurpassed.

With an open heart we want to bow 
deeply before the care and consider-
ation of David Schlenker and his team. 
He often asks whether we would like a 
specific type of pastry or bread for a spe-
cific day. Buddha’s ‘birthday’ (Vesakh), 
our large seasonal retreats, children’s 
programme, birthdays in our Sangha 
etc.; we always receive a gently inquiry 
whether we need something special. He 
also anticipates all conceivable needs. 
In cases where guests have food intol-
erances he delivers gluten-free products 
such as rice bread and much more. It 
almost seems like our programme for 
the year lies on his night table or our 
homepage www.eiab.eu has been in-
stalled as the homepage on his Internet 
browser. And his bread and pastries are 
so delicious that if we had the choice 
we would plaster the walls of the EIAB 
with them, which would probably not 
fit in too well with the preservation 
order for listed buildings. He does not 
just give us his breads and pastries and 
water our bodily seeds; he also waters 
the seeds of our soul and well-being 
by offering us joy and happiness with 
his humour, booming laughter and his 
alert and loving way. As you can see: 
Buddhas and Bodhisattvas can be found 
everywhere.

In the name of the monastic 

Sangha of the EIAB we would like 

to bow deeply and express our 

great gratitude.

David Schlenker: Anathapindika 
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How the  
Honey gets to the EIAB

For many years the EIAB has been 
getting its honey from our bees, who 
live together with us in the beautiful 
countryside of Westerwaldes not so far 
from the EIAB.

We, that’s my wife Alex, my humble 
self (Marco), our lamas, alpacas, sheep, 
our old dog Barik, the cat Misu and 
many, many industrious bees.

For five years now we have had the 
good fortune to be able to live amongst 
the wonder of nature and, above all, 
close to the EIAB. This proximity is no 
coincidence: when looking for some-

where to live five years ago, we very 
consciously focussed on places close to 
the EIAB. Fate has been kind to us; we 
found our 250 year old farmhouse and 
in the years that followed we were also 
able to acquire the nine hectares of 
woodland and meadows that were 
originally part of the farm and so return 
it to its original state. This brought us a 
big step closer to our ideal of a life of 
independent self-sufficiency.

Previously, we spent almost ten years in 
southern Spain, in the Andalusian 
Mountains of the Sierra Nevada, and 
managed a finca, which enabled us to 

gain plenty of experience of self-suffi-
cient life in harmony with nature. We 
also kept bees there, as we are very 
aware of their elemental importance to 
nature, and the symbiotic relationship 
between bees and plants that is of co-
lossal benefit to both, especially on land 
that is run on the basis of perma culture. 

When the thought came up, and subse-
quent decision, to return to Germany, it 
was clear to us that we wanted to live 
in a similar way in Germany. We had no 
strong geographical links; however, as 
we had had the great luck of getting to 
know the EIAB and Thay at the Summer 
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Retreat 2012, we knew that we wanted 
to live in the vicinity of the EIAB. And 
so fate paved the way for us to live here 
now.

From the very beginning, and especially 
since our move, we have been frequent 
visitors to the EIAB, taking part in re-
treats and attending days of mindful-
ness, as well as supporting the EIAB in 
a variety of ways – with the EIAB sup-
porting and nourishing us in indescrib-
able ways too. A friendship and con-
nection has developed over the years 
with many monks and nuns, our small 
Sangha in Windeck is like a family to 
us, and our Sangha evening every 
Thursday a wonderful gift and opportu-
nity to practice mindfulness. It feels 
very right to be able to live and practice 
in this way.

Here on our farm in the countryside we 
try to live in harmony with nature and 
on an equal footing with our animals. 
We are often asked about the use of our 
animals, and the only answer that really 
occurs to us is: to be and inter-be. 
Because we don’t see them as farm an-
imals in terms of their use, we just enjoy 
living together.

Out of this the idea for a retreat on the 
subject ‘mindfulness with animals’ 
arose during an Order of Interbeing re-
treat. Thanks to the motivation of 
Annabelle Zinser and Uli Pfeifer-
Schaupp, two good friends of the 
Sangha and EIAB, this idea took shape. 
In 2018 and 2019 respectively, we held 
two wonderful retreats together with 
our animals. We meditated together 
with the animals and felt a deep con-
nection and joy at spending wonderful 
practice days together.

We feel a deep sense of gratitude for all 
this inspiration, motivation and good 
fortune, which helps us work on deep-
ening our practice in this wonderful 
way.

I write these words with the memory of 
today’s visit by sisters and brothers of 
the monastic Sangha still in my mind. 
They came and helped us to extract part 

of this year’s honey. We enjoyed a joy-
ful and mindful time together which 
gave us a feeling of their support, whilst 
our friends, the monks and nuns, could 
see and experience how the EIAB’s 
honey gets from the bees, or their 
honeycombs, into the jars. Particularly 
in the case of honey, it is very important 
that it is organic and regional, so that 
we, as human beings, have the oppor-
tunity to connect with the energy of 
nature around us, the bees and all other 
living beings who live in it.

In deep gratitude  

to Mother Earth 

May all beings be happy

Marco und Alex
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Amidst the noble sangha:  
Interviewing Sr. Song Nghiem
EIAB, Sunshine Room. The interview is conducted by Aron from Wake Up.

Aron: Dear noble Sister Song Nghiem, 
in the printed program of the EIAB we 
get to know you as a Doctor of Chemistry, 
as a worldly woman. How does someone 
with such a background undergo a so-
cial transformation towards being a 
nun? 

Thank you for your question. When I 
was little, we often went to the Pagode 
as a family, and when I went to high 
school in Vietnam, during my breaks I 
often went to the Pagode Xa Loi, which 
was right opposite the high school. It 
had a magical attraction; the ambience, 
the chanting, the peace and tranquility. 
I felt like I was in another world. These 
days I know, that I had been in the Pure 
Land. My spiritual seeds were probably 
sown and watered back then. When I 
was 18 and I started studying in 
Germany, I lost sight of my spiritual 
path because of my scientific career. 
One day I took my mother to a birthday 
party. There I was, entering a living 
room where many Vietnamese were 
sitting and listening devoutly to the 

words of several Buddhist nuns in yel-
low robes. The room was full of people 
and I was told that it was a birthday gift 
that would bring immeasurable spiritual 
merit to the host and his parents since 
the Dharma was made available to their 
friends. I had a big mansion then and 
thought to myself: Why should they 
crowd in this cramped living room 
when it is better to have this Buddhist 
event at my house? So it happened that 
I was taking more and more care of 
small retreats for monks and nuns from 
Plum Village. And at some point, Sister 
Chân Không (the oldest student of Thay 
and co-founder of Plum Village) called 
me and we wanted to clarify how many 
nuns and monks we would need for the 
next retreat. On this occasion she asked 
me unexpectedly if I wanted to become 
a nun. I hesitated because I was afraid 
of losing my good job. What I didn’t 
know was that Thay was listening to 
our conversation in the background 
because Sister Chân Không had turned 
on the speaker. I was hesitant, shying 
away, saying that I would have no fi-

nancial security if I resigned and 
couldn’t get back into this job either. 

Then I hear Thays voice in the back-
ground; gentle but determined

“The Buddha has even 
renounced his crown and you 
are making a fuss because of 
your permanent job? It is 
good that you have no way 
back”.

That Thay so encouragingly nourished 
the feeling in me of being supported, 
gave me plenty to think about. So I felt 
called by Thay, empowered and did not 
hesitate for long. At this particular 
point of my life the difference between 
being a lay person and being a nun 
wasn’t so big anyway. 

What does the Sangha  

mean to you? 

I gave many lectures in front of a large 
audience of experts. But when I received 
the Dharma lamp (eligibility to teach 
the Buddha-dharma) and was first in-
vited to speak before the Sangha, I felt 
the tremendous spiritual energy of the 
assembled Sangha. Seeing me as part of 
it, touched me deeply, fostered my de-
votion and humility. It was not a com-
plex, but great modesty. Thanks to 
Thay’s explanation of the Sangha eyes 
and ears and my experience of it, I was 
able to understand the collective empa-
thetic, majestic energy of the Sangha. 

What does the concept of 

Interbeing mean to you? 

Well Aron, when I sit across from you 
like now, I have the impression that you 

As guests and co-organizers at the Wake Up retreat in Salzburg, Austria: the 

delegation of the EIAB
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and I are not separated. On a cognitive 
level this is not really graspable with 
the intellect. It happens very intuitively, 
on a heart level, not by the mechanisms 
of the mind. I think my love and my 
understanding have evolved enormous-
ly since I have attended and led innu-
merable courses at the EIAB and expe-
rienced the individual dharma sharing 
circles. Thay says: “Understanding is 
love”. When I hear the difficulties and 
suffering many people experience in 
life, I can put myself in their position, a 
deep understanding develops and I feel 
the love and compassion for them 
within me. I used to judge people by 
their appearance. Following people’s 
destinies over the years, I can now un-
derstand the reasons for their behaviour, 
and compassion, as well as openness 
and understanding, arise within me. 
And my aspiration to help has grown 
greatly (her eyes shine brightly, there is 
a radiant smile all over her face). It all 
unfolds naturally, you know. This is 
why the stays at the EIAB and the 
dharma-sharing circles are very import-
ant. We share our happiness, our suffer-
ing, our worries and difficulties, but 
also our positive transformation 
through the practice. Here the private 
story of the individual can be experi-
enced in a protected atmosphere, and 
then integrated into one’s everyday life, 
i.e. the feeling of solidarity and also the 
beauty of opening oneself up. It is not 
only about understanding, but also 

about experiencing that suffering is 
part of life and that we have touched 
the common bond of humanity, the 
humanity in a healing community. 

Do you have a  

specific theme for life? 

We all need love and a sense of appre-
ciation. I am of the opinion that good 
seeds will grow quickly in the right 
conditions. I have been able to help 
many people through this and have also 
received so much love in return that 
nourished me and also today I regularly 
get so much appreciative love, which 
makes me happy and which I conse-
quently can offer back again. 

Do you have a particular message 

for the young readers and the 

young Buddhists (i.e. Wake Up)? 

With joy in my heart I can openly tell 
you that the young people are really our 
target group. They are very important 
to us because they continue us into the 
future. Young people are like a garden 
with young plants. In this garden you 
can sow astonishing seeds of under-
standing, love and compassion. Youth 
is anchored in the spirit of idealism to 
do something meaningful for the world. 
Moreover, their spiritual field, their 
store-consciousness, is often still free of 
wounds, of injuries. They usually still 
have a lot of strength and energy to 

create something. Oh yes, I love the 
young people very much, i.e. also their 
joy of experimenting fascinates me, the 
devotion to the care and appreciation of 
the varieties of lifestyle forms. Youth is 
often so colourful and lively, but also 
often biased and easy to distract. I often 
see young people coming into contact 
with the Dharma for the first time. For 
example on Wake Up Retreats. I think if 
they can master collecting their energy 
and are not afraid of traditional ele-
ments, we will help many people to live 
a sustainably happy life together. We 
see so many attractive people at the 
retreats for young people. I witness that 
outer beauty can be a real problem. 
Often attention is paid disproportion-
ately to outer appearances and inner 
beauty is forgotten. When interpersonal 
relationships remain on the surface, 
they acquire a different character. 
Therefore I always say that outer beauty 
and talent can also be a real obstacle for 
people who want to deepen their spiri-
tuality. I am fond of the saying that 
everything you look at with the eyes of 
love is beautiful. So I just enjoy it when 
people work on their most elementary 
ability to look into the world with a 
smile and with compassionate love in 
their eyes. 

Thank you for sharing your 

insights with the public,  

dear noble Sister Song Nghiem.
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Love in Action
Working Meditation in the Garden of the EIAB

It is just before five. The wonderful 
concert of bird song has chirped me out 
of bed. Sitting meditation begins at 
half-past five, then physical exercise 
followed by a good breakfast. At nine 
the field horsetail and other plants in-
vite us for a Dharma talk during work-
ing meditation.

I am at the `Love in Action Retreat´ for 
the second time. This idea that I can 
help the EIAB whilst living here at very 
favourable rates is simply grandiose. At 
this retreat there are five of us and our 
task is to free the garden in front of the 
main entrance from weeds.

I have experience of working medita-
tion from the Summer Retreat and other 
stays at the EIAB. This work is funda-
mentally different from what I know 
from my normal working day: there I 
try, running from one responsibility to 
the next, to focus on one particular task 
only to be constantly interrupted. It is a 
great challenge for me to dedicate my-
self to this type of work.

At the EIAB in contrast, I have time to 
apply myself to the task at hand. It is 
important to ensure I bring my mindful-

ness with me, and allow love to flow 
into what I am doing. At the end I can 
see what I have achieved, but I also feel 
completely refreshed by it. I’m happy 
and satisfied. During the weeding I 
pluck the ‘weeds’ out of the earth with 
care and a tender energy, even though I 
know they will die. I have time to get to 
know the plants, for example the field 
horsetail, which definitely views my 
workspace as its home. Unfor tunately, it 
is crowding out the ornamental plants, 
yet it is still a wonderful manifestation 
of life. A rhizome that also propagates 
itself with spores, and is rich in silica. 

Maria, who is passing by, tells me that 
she likes to put it in her salads. It is very 
interesting to see how on the one hand 
the plant bothers us, and on the other to 
recognize and admire its beauty. We 
want to honour the field horsetail; in 
one place by the Buddha statue we 
leave it to grow.

Previously, I used to simply rip the 
plants out, in a rather unwholesome, 
forceful way; getting it done was the 
most important thing. I was totally fo-
cussed on the result, with no consider-
ation for myself or my surroundings. 

Now, finally, I can see the beauty in 
work.

And whoosh, precisely the old familiar 
energy I was describing shows itself: I 
am becoming restless because I want to 
be finished quicker. So, it is time for a 
break. I spend some time chatting to a 
pleasant fellow meditative colleague. 
We relax, are both happy to be working 
in the garden, and share our experienc-
es. What a wonderful Now. And in the 
meantime it is possible to see the white 
Buddha statue once again, and every-
thing done without haste. 

The bell is ringing, today there is walk-
ing meditation. One person is so deeply 
engrossed in her work that she wants to 
continue, but I want to flow in the 
walking.

At 3 p.m. there is the second part of the 
working meditation. The sun is blazing 
down on me so I look for a place to 
work under some trees, where there is 
also more than enough to do. I am 
taking care of myself, and don’t persist 
because everything must be finished 
now. Phap Lich, the monastic co-ordi-
nator, pops along for a little while to see 
how we are getting on. All my efforts 
are mirrored in this small garden labo-
ratory. I recognise this, and thank the 
plants for their patient presence. The 
working day comes to a close. For today 
it is enough. Now for a tasty dinner. 
Time for me to be on my own or for 
meditation. Life is beautiful.

In deep gratitude I would like to bow 
before Thay and the monks and nuns 
who continually work so that I can be 
happy.

I would also like to thank everyone I 
came into contact with at the EIAB: for 
a smile, for listening, for your presence. 
A wonderful gift.

Konrad Bilicki
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extensively. I became ecstatic, wonder-
ing what was to come.

On the day of Opening Ceremony, we 
kneeled in front of Buddha and recited 
the ten precepts. It was then that I final-
ly understood the commitment it took 
to be a novice. As Thay stood in front 
of me and began to cut my hair, I felt 
all my old wounds and suffering disap-
pear— I was becoming a new person. I 
began to cry as it became too over-
whelming. The simple act of cutting my 
hair turned into a symbolic moment: I 
was letting go of the old me and starting 
a new beginning without attachment. I 

Time-limited Novice Program
Reports from a moving retreat at the EIAB

23 Sangha friends, predominantly from Hong Kong, requested an ordination to allow them to become nuns or monks for 
two weeks. What moves people, firmly grounded in everyday life mostly as professionals, the majority of whom are well over 
50, to become monastics for a limited time? Primarily, the deep respect and reverence for the Buddhist monastic tradition 
that stretches back thousands of years, their love for the practice in the tradition of Thich Nhat Hanh and their wish to 
thank their ancestors for everything they have received. And for their part to acquire merit which they can pass on to their 
ancestors. They have all expressed this in their moving accounts and letters.

up, knowing that this would be a unique 
experience. It would help answer ques-
tions that had been prompted by a 
larger question a friend had asked me. 
My friend previously advised me to 
consider how I was planning to live the 
rest of my life. Since that moment, I 
have been reflecting on my identity, 
asking myself questions such as who 
am I and what kind of person do I want 
to be.

Upon arriving at the airport, Thay and 
Sister Song Nghiem welcomed us, the 
group from Golden Moments. At the 
monastery, they described the program 

My experiences 

in the novice retreat

When Golden Moments proposed this 
Novice Program, I immediately signed 
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incorrectly. She blossomed by living a 
simple life, without judgement, without 
prejudice, and without discrimination. 
She was truly living in the present. 

As the program was ending, I had 
mixed feelings about saying goodbye to 
a beautiful life as Sister Wisdom and 
returning to my real life as Cindy. Life 
as a novice was challenging yet reward-
ing. I wanted to stay on as novice but I 
also felt relieved that the program was 
over. I prayed to Buddha to give me 
strength and show me a way to free my 
frozen numb heart and live a life with 
love and compassion. To my amaze-
ment, Buddha had already answered me 
in the most profound way: he let me 
experience the life of a sister, The Ocean 
of Immeasurable Wisdom.

Life as a sister answered all my ques-
tions and set the tone for the person I 
should become.

Without my beloved dharma teacher 
Thay Phap An and his enlightening 
dharma lectures, Sister Song Nghiem 
showing me that life is a beautiful living 
art, Sister Buddha Jewels for her gener-
ous Buddhavista heart, and all the sis-
ters and brothers at EIAB for their love 

and support, I would not have experi-
enced this journey.

Thank you, from the bottom of my 
heart, for giving me this wonderful 
journey to transform my life.

Sr. The Ocean of Immeasurable 

Wisdom (Cindy Cheng, Hongkong)

finally felt free. I knew that I was hav-
ing a clean start with a new life.

As we proceeded to hair shaving, I 
started to cut my hair. When I saw 
myself for the first time, I was unaware 
of the girl who was staring back at me. 
She had a big smile and a beautiful 
round head. The first picture I took re-
flected a sister who smiled beautifully 
and radiated so much happiness.

As I started my novice program, I en-
joyed all the activities with a new atti-
tude, where everything was exciting. In 
addition, I belonged to a big Ocean 
family with 22 sisters and brothers. I 
saw nothing but beauty and goodness 
in all my sisters and brothers. Although 
we were all living in the present, some 
were lost, some were suffering, but 
some were enjoying themselves.

As days passed, I felt as if another per-
son lived inside me. This new me was 
familiar, yet strange. She was open, 
carefree, helpful, and always smiling. 
She was always laughing at her own 
silliness and playfulness. She looked at 
life with a fresh pair of eyes. She did 
everything with eagerness, although 
she still complained and did everything 

My personal experiences in the 

novice retreat

Before: I must say I did not have any 
expectations about what I would or 
should experience or achieve during the 
ten-day ordination program. I did look 
forward to it, but at the same time I was 
not expecting any specific outcomes—  
bland or blissful I would be equally 
happy, as I just wanted to experience it. 
My decision to join was almost instant, 
born simply of my underlying wish to 
be a monk (or put more correctly, the 
wish to have a taste of being a monk) at 
least once in this life-time. And I was 
and am tremendously grateful for the 
monastics at EIAB and the Golden 
Moment Sangha for making this 
time-limited ordination programme 
possible.

During: While there were many activi-
ties, rehearsals and ceremonies, includ-
ing the Rose Ceremony and Vesak Day, 
to get through during these ten days, I 
learned that the benefits come not from 
the activities themselves, but from how 
much mindfulness I could collect or 
carry within myself when going through 
these activities. For instance, when a 
pleasant or unpleasant feeling(s) arose, 
could I notice it the moment it arose? 
Can I name it or them? And with which 
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The joy came from releasing the block-
ages in both my heart and my mind. 
The reflections were not the kind of 
reckoning or break-through of any su-
preme or arcane Buddhist teachings; 
they were simply realizations or feelings 
that arose as I went through an experi-
ence as fully as I could when they arose. 
The magic of “completing each act with 
full awareness from the beginning till 
the end”. And when I sank or dwelled in 
these realizations and feelings in peace, 
new realizations and feelings would 
also arise. And they all happened natu-
rally here at the EIAB because I felt 
embraced by so much love, understand-
ing and support from the monastic and 
sangha community. 

If you don’t understand what I am 
talking about here, it is ok. Because so 
many things (thoughts, feelings, emo-
tions) happened during these ten days 
and I find it difficult to put them all 
down in writing. Realizing, or knowing 

body parts can I feel it or them? Can I 
simply be with it and fully experience it 
without judging and analyzing? When 
doing so, I found my emotions and 
feelings can fully manifest themselves 
and I could fully experience and con-
nect with them: the gratitude, sadness 
and humility that fell on my shoulders 
and my head during the Ordination 
Ceremony; the grace and sweetness of 
re-experiencing the love of my mother 
that filled my heart and extended to my 
whole body during the Rose Ceremony; 
the compassion and generosity of the 
monastics and the sangha that warmed 
my face, my chest and my whole upper 
body during the Release of Precepts 
Ceremony. There were many of these 
not-so-magical magic moments. They 
were the reasons why I cried quite a bit 
during these ceremonies. 

After: There were so much joy, reflec-
tion and sinking-in during and after 
this ten-day ordination programme. 

from experience, is so precious because 
it is so different from knowing some-
thing intellectually. Come, and experi-
ence it yourself. 

PS. There are still many titbits remain-
ing after the programme. For example, 
I am being reminded from time to time 
by a small voice in the back of my head 
to: copycat what Thay Phap An shared 
about his novice practices such as 
reading every day the “Disclosure of 
Love” to cultivate the Mind of Love, 
reciting one or two gathas as regularly 
as I can, bow to even the most junior (at 
heart obviously) when at the temple; to 
practice the generosity of sharing one’s 
time and energy relentlessly as Sr Song 
Nghiem showed to all of us; to be 
mindful subconsciously of any un-
mindful manners which Sr Doan 
Nghiem patiently heeded us. So, the 
programme didn’t really end. 

Br. The Ocean of Immense Vows 

(Wong Hoi Kan Cedric, Hongkong)
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gram, I was curious as to what exactly 
the subject of fine manners is and the 
reason why this is an important practice 
for monastics. Great thanks to Sr Doan 
Nghiem who explained that the English 
term of fine manners does not reflect 
completely the real meaning of it and 
we should refer to the Chinese term (威
儀). My understanding is that fine 
manners is not just manners acted out 
of courtesy per se but a reflection of the 
power and beauty of the Plum Village 
mindfulness practice. When we novices 
started to practice fine manners, e.g., 
making a bow and giving way when 
meeting the EIAB brothers and sisters 
who are all senior to us, the brothers 
and sisters immediately noticed our 
change and smiled to us. We smiled 
back. 

Although what we learned is fine man-
ners for monastics, actually, the spirit 
underlying it is a beautiful practice for 
lay friends. For example, we bow when 
we enter and leave a Buddha hall. 
Before bowing, we should take off our 
beanie which we used to keep our head 
warm. At the beginning, I found that 
putting the beanie on and off caused 
trouble and thought it was not practical 
to do so. However, I started exploring 
and doing it anyway and discovered 
that actually my attention should be 
placed on paying respect to the Buddha 
and not about taking the beanie off and 
putting it on. I feel joyful in my heart 
when paying respect and gratitude to 
the Buddha, our great teacher who 
teaches us the way of awakening. 
Practicing in the wrong way may bring 
hard labour but doing it in the right 
way brings so much joy, beauty and 
lightness in life. Fine manners is a 
powerful and reflective practice. 
Exploration of the practice is a discov-
ery. I look forward to unveiling more 
discoveries. 

My novice’s dharma name consists of 
compassion and transformation besides 
limitlessness as notated from our family 
name of Ocean. I like it so much and 
will work on being a more compassion-
ate person and going through more 
transformations for sharing with peo-

I thanked my parents, teachers (in par-
ticular, Thay Phap An and Sr Song 
Nghiem) and friends who created and 
ripened so many conditions for me 
deeply. Without their support, I would 
not have experienced this miracle. This 
is because that is and I am because they 
are. Not only was this a journey of ap-
preciation of inter-being and gratitude 
but also recognition of the power of an 
aspiration I once made. Please do not 
underestimate the little steps, taken 
slowly but firmly which may sometimes 
feel as lacking progress or even ingoing 
backwards. One day not knowing when 
exactly it will happen, an aspiration 
will blossom and give fruits.

I have asked myself how I can integrate 
the novice learning and experience after 
returning to my lay person role. In the 
past, I experienced suffering and aspire 
to help other people suffer less. However, 
I have not been able to offer love and 
help in some situations because of the 
anger, jealousy, pride, fear and helpless-
ness in me. My question is how to de-
velop a mind or capacity to love and 
understand other people including those 
whom I think make me suffer. In the 
novice retreat, Thay Phap An taught us 
so many important practices including 
cultivation of Bodhichitta, the mind of 
love and awakening. When he was a 
novice, he read the Discourse on Love 
every day. I am very glad that my past 
question was answered. I remembered 
this teaching in particular which is very 
important for lay friends too. Now I read 
the discourse every day. When I recite 
may everyone be safe and in peace, my 
afflictions are eroded at the same time 
and my compassion nurtured. Sending 
positive energy to every being trans-
forms my afflictions, nurtures my com-
passion, calms my mind and gives me 
peace. I feel so nourished with such a 
simple altruistic practice. I think that, as 
a practitioner, my mission is to find out 
ways of practice to transform my afflic-
tions and attain peace. Only then will I 
be able to offer insights to other people 
to transform their sufferings. 

Fine manners was a prominent subject 
for us novices. Before the novice pro-

Stepping into Freedom in EIAB 

It has been around four weeks since I 
came back from EIAB. With the help of 
a head band or a wig, no one can tell 
from my outside that I have undergone 
a novice program and shaved my hair. 
Some of my friends said that I have 
been so brave and now I have a peaceful 
mind. I have more beautiful memories 
and reflections than this. Up to now, my 
hair has grown just a short length but 
my peace, stability and happiness have 
grown a lot.

In the form of a retreat entitled 
Nourishing and Sharing Merits Novice 
Ordination, the novice program lasted 
for ten days. I lived the most care-free, 
happiest, simplest and meaningful days 
of my life. I concentrated and dedicated 
to learning and enjoying the mindful-
ness practice. The practice of mindful 
breathing, uniting mind and body and 
returning to the present moment gave 
me so much peace and joy. Though my 
role as a novice was limited to ten days 
only, I was taught intensively, embraced 
by the monastic sangha and loved by 
them as a close family member. How 
lucky I was to have a chance to ordain 
and practice as a novice. The realization 
of my wish brought me so much satis-
faction, strength and faith beyond what 
an ordinary worldly life could have 
reached. During the ceremony, we, the 
novices, vowed to shave our hair, trans-
form our afflictions and bring happiness 
to other people. Recognizing the robe as 
a field of good seeds, we vowed to wear 
it life after life. These vows were like 
messages sent from the Buddha accept-
ing me as one of his dear students and 
removing my doubts and worries on the 
path of practice.
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(EIAB) have watered seeds of love in 
me, in gratitude…”.  That was not the 
only moment I felt it that way.  When I 
am back to Hong Kong and wherever I 
will be in the coming future, I am sure, 
I will be full of gratitude to the EIAB 
monastic and lay sangha members.

I am so grateful that I could join the 
Cultivating and Offering Merit 
Ordination Ceremony Retreat and had a 
time-limited novice transmission for 10 
days.  Was I prepared for an intensive 
novice training?  I thought I was.  After 
arriving at the EIAB, my body quickly 
told me that I needed some adjustments 
due to jet lag and the cold weather for 
the first few days.  My mind was pre-
pared to treasure every moment as this 
might be the only opportunity in my 
life time to experience monastic 
trainings. 

In the ordination ceremony, after I 
made the great vow to transform all my 
afflictions in order to bring happiness 
to people, I become a member of the 

ple. My heartfelt thanks to Thay Phap 
An and Sr Song Nghiem for your em-
powerment and pointers of the direction 
for my practice. 

Sr. The Ocean of  

Compassionate Lotus Flowers  

(Christine Chung) 

An AIAB Golden Moment sangha 

and OI member

“Ocean” novice family which consisted 
of brothers and sisters from Hong Kong, 
Vietnam and Germany.  We came from 
different background and had different 
reasons in joining the Program. 
However, we harmoniously participated 
together in almost all training sessions, 
mindfulness activities and ceremonies 
and flowed like a river nurturing our 
brotherhood and sisterhood with joy 
and laughter. 

To cultivate the mind of love and go 
beyond to be an enlightened being is 
the reason for being a monk or nun.  
Though we could not have a life of 
complete renunciation as a monastic 
within these 10 days, Thay Phap An, all 
EIAB brothers and sisters showed us 
how to cultivate our Bodhicitta, how to 
develop our mindfulness by practicing 
fine manners, showed us what monastic 
culture is, what applied Buddhism is, 
etc.  They shared from their hearts and 
I hope we could benefit as much as a 
“proper” novice.  I am deeply moved by 
their great hearts and boundless love. 

Cultivating and Offering Merit 

Ordination Ceremony Retreat 

I sang in my heart while I was saying 
goodbye to EIAB sangha at the 
Frankfurt airport: “… In gratitude, you 
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The Ocean of Spiritual Aspiration is my 
time-limited novice Dharma name. It 
may not be officially valid after the 
Retreat; however, I am confident what I 
have learnt in this time-limited novice 
program will make me a better practi-
tioner on this Path.  Many thanks to 
EIAB sangha, you unlocked my mind 
and showed that the fruit of the practice 
is in the process, not in the form.  Let’s 
walk together!

Sr. The Ocean of  

Spiritual Aspiration  

(Doreen Sau Ling Chan)

Nature helped us with the rebirth. It 
rained heavily when we stepped on the 
soil of Germany. Seems like it washed 
and cleaned us to prepare us for the 
rebirth. Just after the ordination cere-
mony, the sky became clear. Father Sun 
came and celebrated with us. 

Shedding hair, wearing the monastic 
robe, seeing myself through the mirror. 
I asked myself, “who are you?” After 
wearing the robe, I finally recognized 
that I am a nun. 

I thought about how to be a nun. I 
should not “act” as a nun. Just be my-
self. After the ordination, this group of 
new babies had tight schedules. We had 
exercise time, silent sitting, breakfast, 
dharma talk and walking meditation 
sessions in the morning. After lunch, 
we had yoga session, working medita-
tion, dharma sharing or precept class. 
After dinner, we had class or mentor/
mentees meeting, then rest. Every day 
was a fruitful day. 

Brothers and Sisters did not treat us as 
retreatants and gave us a relaxing re-
treat. In Plum Village, Shrāmaṇera or 
Shrāmaṇērīka study precepts and Fine 
Manners for three years before becom-
ing fully ordinated. We had to study 
them in nine days. And we had to learn 
how to wear and take off the different 
robes and sanghatti, how to touch the 
Earth without falling down … We were 
really in an intensive training program. 

What reminds me that I am a nun is not 
my bald head but my robe. I walked 
with my mindful steps, with a bit more 
concentration. Every meal is a mindful 
meal. I just concentrated on my eating 
instead of chatting with others. Just a 
simple breakfast – two pieces of bread, 
a bowl of oatmeal and a cup of coffee, 
took me 30 minutes to finish, which is 
my new record. All these manners came 
naturally when I recited the gatha of 
“Sangha Robe” and “Shedding the 
Hair”. They are not artificial.

We are always reminded that we are a 
baby, we are the little Brother or Sister 
of EIAB. I felt that I am part of EIAB. 

Wearing the monastic robe is a difficult 
task. To button up every button is not 
easy. We have to change different robes 
on different occasions. It is stuffy and 
wearing it caused me to sweat. I spent 
15 minutes trying to button the last one 
but with little to no success. I noticed 
that I have become fretful. I told myself 
that I have to learn how to button all 
buttons within five minutes by the end 
of the Time-Limited Novice program, 
and I succeeded. 

On the day of the Ordination Ceremony, 
from the morning till the end of the 
ceremony, I don’t know how much tears 
I have shed. They dropped naturally, 
without any emotion.

The Releasing Precepts Ceremony also 
made me cry. After getting used to 
wearing the robe for nine days, it is not 
easy for me to take them off. I reminded 
myself, “Do not grasp anything. Let go 
and let’s go.” There is no need to wear 
the robe in order to practice. Among the 
ten precepts, only Number 6 – ‘Not us-
ing cosmetics or wearing jewellery’ and 
Number 7 – ‘Not being caught in world-
ly amusements’ are difficult for me to 
achieve. I am practicing for the rest. So, 
I will continue to study “Stepping into 
Freedom”, learning the precepts and 
Fine Manners during the AIAB Rain 
Retreat this year.

And, my new hair style – cool. I like it 
very much. Without having to take care 
of my hair, a lot of time and effort has 
been saved. I will keep this style for a 
while. I don’t care about other’s opinion 
of me. 

I would like to express my deep gratitude 
to the Brothers and Sisters at the EIAB, 
for their love, care and hospitality. 

I would like to send my deep gratitude to 
the Ocean family. This is our krama to be 
together as the Ocean family. We have 
known each other many lives before and 
we met again this life. No matter where 
we are, we are still the Ocean Family. 

I would also like to convey my deep 
gratitude to the members of the Hong 

Over the past ten years whenever I was 
in Plum Village, many monastics asked 
me the question: “Do you want to be-
come a monastic?” My answer was no. 
I understood that I don’t have the suffi-
cient conditions to become a nun in this 
life.

Everything just happened naturally. 
Before departing for Germany, I know 
that I will be time-limited novice but do 
not know the theme of this retreat. 
Before departing, I know that I shall 
follow up with my mom’s doctor on the 
date of her spinal cord operation after I 
return to Hong Kong. By noon of my 
day of departure, my mom was in-
formed that she will have the operation 
in the coming week, while I would be at 
the EIAB. I decided to continue my 
journey and flew that night. Upon ar-
rival, I found out that the theme of the 
retreat is “Cultivating and Offering 
Merit Ordination”. Thay Phan An said, 
“to ordinate as a monastic is a rebirth. 
There is a great merit in being ordinated 
as a monk or a nun. We offer these 
merits to our parents, ancestors and our 
beloved ones.” These are well planned 
by the Buddha. 
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more mindful and in the present 
moment. 

Br. The Ocean of  

Spiritual Awakening (John Cannon)

Kong Golden Moment Sangha who 
didn’t join the ordination program but 
joined us for two weeks. They walked 
with us for two weeks.

Sr. The Ocean of  

Joyful Generosity  

(Peggy Lee Fung Kam)

One of the happiest times  

of my life

The Ocean of Spiritual Awakening is a 
happily retired lecturer from Hong 

佛門渡苦心
落髮斷前緣
萬千煩惱寂
浴佛潤菩提

方知：多情是佛心
Buddhist doors transformed  

my sufferings

Hair being shed, former karma cut

And my endless afflictions ceased

Bathing the Buddha nourishes  
my buddhi

And I understood: Being sentimental  
is the Buddha nature

Br. The Ocean of Grateful Filial 

Piety (Sam Yeung Chi Tat)

Kong, originally hailing from Canada. 
Becoming a Buddhist was the end of a 
long spiritual journey he began as a 
young teenager to come to terms with 
things “as they really are” and his quest 
to become a better person in this illuso-
ry world of samsara. 

“I owe a great debt of gratitude to Sister 
Buddha Jewels without whose per-
sistence and encouragement I would 
neither have come to EIAB nor experi-
enced the double joy of the retreat and 
the temporary novitiate programme 
especially arranged for our group. 

This was my second time of being or-
dained in this life, very fortunate in-
deed! I wanted to transfer all my merit 
to my 85 year old mother for all that 
she has done for me and the sacrifices 
she had to make to support my endeav-
our. I am truly my mother’s child for 
which I am eternally grateful. 

The 10 day programme has been one of 
the happiest times in my life, providing 
me with a deep and meaningful experi-
ence of monastic life from within. I will 
have many special memories of the 
programme: the many wonderful dhar-
ma talks, classes on being a novice and 
Fine Manners, the almost inexhaustible 
energy and warm smile of Sister Song 
Nghiem, my older sisters and brothers 
of EIAB and the diversity of my Ocean 
Family. 

The programme was well structured and 
exhausting but compassion for our 
foibles as newbies was never in short 
supply. Noble Silence was never diffi-
cult for me because I relished the time 
to return to myself. Taming some of my 
habit mental formations not conducive 
to monastic life was trickier which time 
would have solved. Ten days is a good 
starting off point but a longer time of 
one to three months would solidify an 
experience of monastic life. 

Once again a great thank you to Brother 
Thay Phap An and Sister Song Nghiem 
for all that they have done. Rest assured 
I will continue to practice as much as I 
can after returning to lay life to be ever 

EIAB,  

Time for Reflection  

about a Time  

of Transformation

The real voyage of discovery consists 
not in seeking new landscapes,

but in having new eyes.
Marcel Proust

I got to know the EIAB many years ago 
when I visited it for the first time with 
my mother and sister for a private 
retreat.

At that time my journey was similar to 
most retreatants: I was impressed by the 
surroundings but not fully immersed in 
the life of the Institute, even after I 
heard of its remarkable history, when 
we reconnoitred the area and listened to 
a Dharma talk. But this experience was 
only the preface. The turning point in 
my life occurred when I stayed at the 
Tu-Hue-Temple last year for a week, 
during which we marked the anniversa-
ry of the death of our spiritual ancestor 
Nhat Dinh. Thanks to a kind of predes-
tination, I was able to walk mindfully 
behind our great teacher, truly touch 
the earth with my steps and in a com-
pletely natural way come to the practice 
of arriving and being home. Our teach-
er, the temple, all the monks and nuns 
there: together they create an indivisible 
chain in me like the flow of a river, the 
Dharma river. The desire to become a 
nun, which had probably taken root in 
me a long time ago, suddenly seemed to 
me like the light of liberation at the end 
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of a tunnel. But I was aware that this 
was not possible, as I still have to take 
very good care of my mother, who 
needs me by her side. And so I gave up 
this idea that was so close to my heart 
– up until this wonderful opportunity 
for a retreat at the EIAB in May 2019 
with an ordination for a limited time! 
This made it possible to continue on my 
path of practice as a member of the 
monastic Sangha through the ‘cultivat-
ing and offering merit’ as the title of the 
monastic retreat put it.

When the big day finally arrived and 
our guiding teacher wetted my hair 
with pure water, I really felt blessed 
with the nectar of immortality of the 
Boddhisattva Mahasattva Avalokite—
shvara through this act of Thay Phap 
An. And I suddenly recognised that our 
great teacher is amongst us, that the 
entire universe is in us and we are all 
one. I understood as never before what 
it means to flow like one river or to 
breathe like cells in one body. The 
Dharma name ‘Ocean of Fine Manners’, 
that I received, and for which I am very 
grateful, is like a mindfulness bell, that 
reminds me and all of us to come back 
to right action in relation to body, mind 
and speech: they also have a powerful 
effect on our environment and the 
whole world. The Dharma names of the 
Ocean family are connected with one 
another, just as we are with the Buddha’s 
teachings. Every Dharma talk, every 
teaching, every task, body exercises in 
the morning … during this retreat ev-
erything was so precious to us, so 
deeply felt.

The fact that we only had monastic 
status for a limited time certainly played 
an important role in reminding us of 
impermanence in general and that we 
only had a short time in this role. Our 
intense schedule helped us by giving us 
the opportunity to learn and practice 
without interruption. Every day, won-
derful discoveries were combined with 
pleasant surprises: in every corner of 
the Zen garden, with every step around 
the bell tower, with each bird song, 
every whisper of the leaves, even when 
washing-up, during walking or working 

meditation, and in particular at the 
Rose ceremony and during preparations 
for the Vesak celebration with the entire 
community. The respectful silence in 
the EIAB, which is so necessary and 
soothing, brought me and all of us 
feeling beings closer, to our true nature, 
enlightenment and delight. The gentle 
gaze of the retreat participants and the 
monastic Sangha members, the support 
of our brothers and sisters, their simple 
and happy smiles, the loving welcome, 
the caring touch, the deep and serious 
listening, these are all tools for real 
communication that nothing in the 
world can replace, neither the most 
advanced technologies nor the most 
advanced therapeutic methods of con-
ventional medicine. In these unique and 
wonderful surroundings, our nature is 
simply open to the world. Our spirit, 
freed of hatred and confusion, is full of 
love and understanding. So, without 
asking, I received wonderful answers 
from everyone and everything in re-
sponse to my life questions. For the first 
time in my life, I have seen the whole 
universe deep within myself, and I still 
linger in this place filled with the people 
and surroundings of the EIAB, as well 
as our planet. So, my thinking, speaking 
and acting will not only have an effect 
on me, but will touch all of those 
around me. 

My experience and practice continues 
beyond the retreat every time I encoun-
ter a sign of a living being, and I return 
to my breath as soon as I notice that 
feelings are rising in my mind. To be 
capable of staying with the feeling that 
is causing me suffering, be it anger, 
sadness, greed or even too much happi-
ness, is so helpful, so honest. 

So I continue to look at the feelings, 
talk to them, listen to them ... until I can 
accept them as they are. Then I notice 
that they are being constantly repeated, 
that I have a tendency towards perfec-
tionism, that no one and nothing is re-
ally as perfect as we expect, neither 
myself nor my parents or my colleagues. 
Therefore, it is not a question of chang-
ing the people around me or getting rid 
of my suffering, but of understanding 

them and getting to know them better, 
in order to transform my way of speak-
ing, thinking and acting. Now I am 
beginning to understand the ‘fine 
manners’ better, in particular the reason 
why these are one of the first elements 
that have to be integrated into the path 
of novices. Thankfully, through the 
continuity of practice, an unprecedent-
ed level of energy and vitality, I was 
able to sing ‘No coming, no going’ at 
the cremation ceremony of my cousin, 
despite all the sadness and tears inside 
me. In addition, I also understand my 
mother’s teachings about doing every-
thing at the right time and place much 
better. I really constantly strive to cul-
tivate merit, and dedicate it to every-
thing and to everyone, just as we 
learned in the retreat. 

Truly, since the ordination retreat at the 
EIAB, everything in my mind has slowly 
but profoundly changed. I am now in-
visibly led to an unexpected refinement 
of the mind and to an unlimited open-
ness of the heart. Besides which, I still 
feel renewed by the retreat itself and 
also by this particularly inspiring place. 
With the firm determination to return 
and enjoy more new experiences and 
incredible teachings, my mind and 
heart have been constantly with the 
EIAB ever since I left, despite the dis-
tance between Waldbröl and Paris. I 
cannot express my gratitude to every-
one or express my deep appreciation 
sufficiently. I just want to do what my 
heart urges me to do and make the 
greatest contribution I can by practicing 
at least daily to support the incredible 
activities of the EIAB, my spiritual 
home.

Sr. Biển Uy Nghi  

(Trần Thanh Tú) 
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I am Wendy IP, and work for a quantity 
surveyior in Hong Kong. I joined the 
“Time-Limited Novice Transmission 
Programme” from 10 May to 19 May 
2019 at EIAB. I was given the Dharma 
name, “Ocean of Diligent Practices”. It 
was the first time that I met respectful 
Thay Pháp Ấn, Sister Song Nghiem, all 
Brothers and Sisters in EIAB. 

Even in such a short period my mind 
was greatly touched, deeply taught 
with speechlessly expressed gratitude, 
by the acts by both Thay Pháp Ấn and 
Sister Song Nghiem. As I know, they 
received their ordinations from one of 
my highly respectful masters, Master 
Thích Nhất Hạnh as stated in the 
Vinaya; they requested Master Thay to 
be their teacher at a time when they 
had attained successful careers and 
achieved high social status. As I ob-
serve, every moment they offer their 
smile to all beings in all directions. 
They are much more than 100% humbly 
connected with all beings (not only the 
four-fold-sangha) humanity, impartial. 
They teach and manage all issues from 
early morning (teaching us Qigong) till 
late evening. They only spare a little 
time for their meals. They calmly react 
to all unexpected happenings with 
peace. Actually, they are calm and 
peaceful all the time. Their profound 
wisdom (prajñā) is remarkable to me. I 
was joyful and blessed, being here as a 
novice. And I was reminded to practice 
diligently with eighty-four thousand 
doors available to lead myself and all 
beings away from suffering, and to be 
happy by my respected Thay Pháp Ấn. 
I am inspired and will not forget. 

Lastly, I have to whole-heartedly ex-
press my gratitude to all members of  
the EIAB, AIAB, Golden Moment 
Sangha and those who had devoted 
their time and selfless energy to create 
the programme; and Sister Ocean of 
Buddha Jewels, Sister Ocean of Joyful 
Generosity, who gave me numerous 
encouragements to join the 
programme. 

Sr. The Ocean of Diligent Practices 

(Wendy Ip Man Yi) 

Letter to the Nuns  

of the Retreat ‘Cultivating and 

Offering Merit’ at the EIAB

Thanks to the good and charitable deeds 
of many generations, we were all or-
dained from 7th May until the end of 
19th May 2019 by Thay Pháp Ấn, Sister 
Doan Nghiem and Sister Song Nghiem 
as part of the historic retreat ‘Ordination 
to Cultivate and Offer Merit’. The ordi-
nation certificates also offered a great 
blessing: our teacher is the grandfather 
Master Thich Nhat Hanh, the honour-
able master of all of us.

Our Sangha had a total of 23 people of 
different nationalities: 14 from Hong 
Kong, 1 younger brother monk from 
Germany and 8 Vietnamese, including 
me, 1 younger brother from the Czech 
Republic, 4 from Germany and 2 from 
France.

What a wonderful gift for the life of all 
our sisters, and an additional happy 
surprise was that I should be chosen as 
the eldest of all the sisters by Thay Phap 
An and given the Dharma name Khinh 
An Sea. We are like a 100 year old blind 
turtle lying on the sea floor, now it can 
rise to the enormous surface area of the 
ocean and become part of a giant shoal! 
In the name of all my brothers and 
sisters I bow before the Head of the 
Institute, the teachers and monks, and 
the Institute who took so much time 
and effort to ensure that our retreat here 
was such a great success. 

In these ten days we have transformed 
into new, more peaceful, gentle and 
stable people. The ordination ceremo-
ny was deeply moving and impressive. 

The heart of each of us shed many tears, 
as our hair was cut and the ordination 
text read out:

Shedding my hair completely 
I make the great vow today 

To transform all my afflictions 
And to bring happiness to all beings.

From this day onwards our sisters 
slowly developed a more awakened 
style of life, anchored in mindfulness 
when walking, standing, lying down, 
eating, talking… From the moment we 
woke up we had to repeatedly read the 
‘mindful manners’ when cleaning our 
teeth, rinsing, turning on the tap, going 
to the toilet. In her majestic way, Sister 
Doan Nghiem demonstrated how to 
practise the sublime ease of the monas-
tics and generate transformative energy. 
This majestic practice is the greatest gift 
from the monastery, and step by step 
we wanted to discover the core of the 
Buddha-Dharma. We received two great 
gifts with which to learn to practise 
mindfulness throughout the rest of our 
lives. Firstly, the book from Thay and 
then a few dozen verses by Thay, that 
had to be learned by heart in order to 
be practised daily.

The love of Thay and the monastics can 
hardly be described in words. If we look 
at the daily routine, that begins at 5.30 
a.m. and ends at 9.30 p.m. then we can 
see the intensity and strain. In the dawn 
hours we meditated, recited sutras and 
sang. An immeasurable ocean blos-
somed, offering so much love, wisdom, 
and courage with which to practise, in 
order to achieve the ultimate goal of 
liberation and enlightenment. I was 
very happy as I received the Dharma, 
the ocean of gentle, peaceful space. We 
stood there at a time in our lives that is 
beyond the ‘experiences of pain’: how 
much misery and pain has passed, how 
much of the sweetness of life have we 
tasted? How deep were the seeds of fear 
rooted in our souls, and hidden as a 
block of pain so difficult to transform?

Although I have many years of mind-
fulness practice, and every breath has 
been full of awareness and the smile of 
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peace and the energy of concentration 
in me was strong, the seeds of these 
hateful things were still hidden some-
where. There are more than enough 
conditions to rise above them and to 
transform them. Although I had only 
just got to know my new sisters and 
they have a different nationality and 
speak a different language, I could see 
in their eyes and the way they smile 
that our hearts share the same warmth, 
because there is so much love and un-
derstanding in them. 

There is a path. I no longer have any 
fear. Thay and the monastics have 
caught our energy, carried and trans-
formed it. With this the Ocean Dharma 
Family will bring loving energy to 
others, and cultivate a mind that is 
compassionate and wise. Wisdom will 
always be the blazing torch which will 
guide the Ocean Family in this world.

I embrace all nuns with much love in 
my heart.

Full of respect and appreciation,

Sr. Biển Khinh An  

(Dương Thị Hiệp)

my mother a worker. Nobody in my 
family is a Buddhist.

When I was in primary school, my 
schoolroom was in an abandoned pago-
da. There were a few large Buddha 
statues, which I was very afraid of. In 
my mind, I only had images of small, 
old and dark pagodas with flickering oil 
lamps, the smell of incense and elderly 
monks who looked depressed and as 
though they suffered. For me, Buddhism 
was something unpleasant.

So I grew up and then went abroad to 
study and live. And like other people, 
I married and gave birth to two chil-
dren. My life went up and down, was 
sometimes happy, sometimes sad, and 
didn’t have any particular purpose or 
ideal.

I discovered that many people around 
me suffer, if not because of family dis-
agreements, then because of bad busi-
ness, loss of money or fraud. Every day 
I witness social injustice in society, and 
through the media I know that wars are 
always going on somewhere in the 
world, and acts of terrorism are con-
stantly being committed. That’s why I 
found myself retreating more and more 
into my shell.

Then, one day, after my mother died, I 
lived through the most painful days of 
my life. This led me to the pagoda 
where I got to know Buddhism. Thanks 
to the merits I accumulated in my pre-
vious lives, I met Thay, the great Zen 
master Thich Nhat Hanh, and learned 
the way to ‘happiness in the here and 
now’ in the Plum Village tradition.

I listened to a lot of Dharma lectures by 
Thay on the Internet, including the 
lecture on ‘no birth, no death, no fear’, 
and then the answer to the question: 
‘Where is my beloved deceased one?”. 
When I heard these talks, I wanted to 
record every sentence, every word, as if 
Thay was just speaking to me alone. 
The pain of losing my mother gradually 
calmed as I began to understand that 
she was still there for me and my 
sister.

After that I often went to Plum Village 
centres to participate in mindfulness 
retreats. My life and the life of my 
family became fresher, more joyful and 
happier. My life made more sense. My 
heart opened and I could look at other 
people with loving and understanding 
eyes.

Thanks to my hard work, listening to 
Dharma talks and practising mindful-
ness, I noticed many positive changes 
in my life. Pictures of the monks and 
nuns in Plum Village centres touched 
me deeply. In their simple brown robes, 
they are always so cheerful with a smile 
on their lips. Their attitude is majestic 
and strong without losing the dynamic, 
youthful sides of their personality. 
Above all, their modest behaviour de-
served my full respect. I admire their 
grace, and that is one reason I wanted 
to become a nun, as well as to help 
other people practise this spiritual path 
to liberate themselves from suffering 
and live happier lives. I really wanted to 
be a continuation of the monks and 
nuns and to follow them on the path of 
love and understanding that Thay has 
taught us. This is one of the reasons I 
was restless for a while, because al-
though I felt this deep longing to be-
come a nun, I also still had a family. 
After the monks and nuns helped me to 
look deeply, I quietly returned home to 
live happily with my family, to learn to 
appreciate them and to practice mind-
fulness in the here and now as a good 
layperson.

Then, as if a dream had come true, all 
the conditions were fulfilled and I could 
become a nun and receive the ten 
novice precepts for the ten-day ordina-
tion retreat at the European Institute of 
Applied Buddhism (EIAB). I was very 
happy from the moment I was told 
about it, and couldn’t wait for the pre-
paratory phase to arrive when I could 
finally become a nun for a limited time. 
I am sure that it is not easy to become 
a monk or a nun in the Plum Village 
tradition. Practitioners have to complete 
a trial period from a few months to 
several years, and still not all are ac-
cepted. That is why I was determined to 

I’m not Dreaming,  

Today is a Beautiful Day!

It was the day my hair was cut off and 
I received the ten novice precepts. I 
thought my chances of becoming a nun 
in this life had gone, but then this 
miracle happened. Although I was only 
a nun for ten days, it was a time of such 
great happiness for me that I cannot 
describe it in words.

I was born into a normal family in 
North Vietnam. My father is a veteran, 



Time-limited Novice Program | 101 

use the time and opportunity given me 
to practise as well as I could.

Alongside me at the retreat, there were 
practitioners from Hong Kong, China, 
Germany, France and the Czech 
Republic. From the first day onwards 
we lived together just like a family. We 
were very happy, especially after the 
day we went on a trip together with the 
monks and nuns, and got to know each 
other better. On that day the weather 
was wonderful: early in the morning 
the air was as clean and fresh as never 
before. Sitting on the bus, I looked at 
the beautiful landscape and the green 
forests in the early spring light. Nature 
had woven wonderful new shirts for the 
forests. I believe that the other partici-
pants also enjoyed the very peaceful 
and blossoming German landscape.

Our greatest happiness was the ordina-
tion ceremony. The monks and nuns at 
the EIAB prepared everything carefully 
and meticulously for us: from the 
nameplates on the meditation mats, the 
Sangati robes, to the bowls for shaving 
our hair … I felt the limitless love of the 
monks and nuns, which I am very 
grateful for and really appreciate. In 
this festive atmosphere we were all 
deeply moved and couldn’t hold back 
the tears for sheer happiness and emo-
tion. Alongside me a Chinese novice 
wept like a baby. The abbot gave our 
newly ordained family the name ‘Ocean 
Family’ and each of received a very 
meaningful name, which also gave us 
direction for our practice.

And in the evening at the tea ceremony 
we were surprised to receive many 
beautiful and useful gifts from the EIAB 
and other participants, which touched 
us very deeply and inspired a lot of 
gratitude.

On the first day after the ceremony, the 
clock woke me up very early for physi-
cal exercise. I could barely open my 
eyes and wanted to turn over and carry 
on sleeping: the activities the previous 
day had been full of non-stop activities 
and the evening tea ceremony ended a 
bit late. However, as soon as I saw the 

shadow of the novice robe hanging on 
the wardrobe door, I immediately woke 
up as if there was a new source of en-
ergy in me. Starting a new day, I recited 
the Gatha ‘Waking up this morning I 
smile’ by Thay, which I had practised at 
earlier retreats. For the first time I didn’t 
need a comb. I was glad because it was 
one annoying thing less. It was also 
nice not to have to choose fashionable 
clothes

We walk with light and peaceful steps 
to our physical exercise hour in the 
Ashoka hall, enjoy the cool atmosphere 
of the early morning, hear the chirping 
of the birds and smell the scent of the 
many flowers. I am grateful that the 
monks, nuns and course participants 
plant and care for the flowers with their 
skilful hands. We practiced happiness at 
every moment, appreciated every face 
around us. The new novices, now with-
out hair and clad in brown robes, all 
looked sweet and likeable.

In addition to Brother Phap An’s 
Dharma talks, we had Dharma sharings 
in which the ‘young’ monks and nuns 
eagerly exchanged thoughts and emo-
tions. The merriest were the hours in 
which we practiced dancing to music 
together in preparation for the Vesak 
ceremony. The older members also 
happily danced along despite creaking 
limbs.

At this retreat we were especially look-
ing forward to Sister Doan Nghiem, a 
great Dharma teacher from Plum 
Village. She taught us the majestic 
posture and practice of mindfulness 
using the daily gathas written by Thay. 
This helped us to maintain mindfulness 
better and for longer. The practice of 
writing down our unmindful moments 
in our mindfulness diary at the end of 
the day also helped us to recognize our 
progress and our weaknesses, and to 
improve.

Time passed very quickly: every eve-
ning we wrote in our mindfulness diary, 
every morning when we woke up our 
time as novices was a day shorter. But 
we were neither sad nor remorseful. The 

retreat only lasted ten days, but the 
monks and nuns have given us an ex-
tremely valuable source of energy with 
which to continue on the path of prac-
tice. The full presence and devotion, the 
love and wisdom of the monks and 
nuns and the support of lay friends 
helped motivate us to overcome all the 
bad karma in our normal lives. In order 
to repay this generosity, we want to 
bring the practice home and practise 
diligently. I pay particular attention to 
the majestic posture, because Sister 
Doan Nghiem taught us: ‘You don’t 
know how I practice, but when you look 
at my posture, you know if I’m a prac-
titioner or not.’

I know that I have now found the path 
and no longer need feel any fear. I want 
to dedicate the merit I have earned 
during this time to Thay, and send him 
my loving and peaceful energy. I thank 
Thay from the bottom of my heart for 
showing us this beautiful path.

Ocean of Loving Kindness  
(Biển Từ Nguyện)

Sr. Biển Từ Nguyện  

(Bùi Thị Thu Lý)

In May 2006, my family and I met Thay 
Phap An and learnt about Plum 
Village‘s Mindfulness Practice after his 
speech at the World Buddhist Conference 
in Shanghai. 

It would be the first of so many teach-
ings Thay Phap An would bless me and 
my loved ones with.

I am forever grateful to Thay Phap An 
and Sister Song Nghiem for organizing 
a shortened Novitiate program for par-
ticipants over 60 years of age in May 
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2019. (The requirement of the Thailand 
Plum Village Novitiate Program is 3 
months and participants have to be 
under 50 years old.)

My Novitiate – or spiritual – journey 
began with the heart-touching Novitiate 
Ordination where I was given my 
‘Dharma’ name: ‘Ocean of Buddha 
Jewels.’ 

The ritual of shedding hair was memo-
rable. When my hair was being snipped 
away, I was overwhelmed to see locks 
of my hair slowly drop on the ground. I 
felt anxious at first, but continued to 
recite the gatha of shedding my hair. 

„I make the great vow today,  
To transform all my afflictions in order 

to bring happiness to people,  
My anxiety transformed into joy and 

inner peace that perfumed through my 
head and my body; 

As the last lock of my hairs felt on my 
shoulders.“

 During the Novitiate ordination, a 
gatha was recited while we received the 
Sangha robes: 

‘How wondrous is the robe of a nun 
It is the field of all good deeds 

I bow my head to receive it today 
And vow to wear it life after life .’

We observed monastic etiquette while 
wearing the sacred robes: staying up-
right, living simply, and not running, or 
even talking while walking and eating.

I found serenity through those mindful 
movements. During one walking medi-
tation, I felt a slight breeze touch my 
cheeks and watched as the leaves 
moved gently with the soft wind. I 
opened my heart and simply let myself 
be in that moment. During my peaceful 
absorption, with nature within and 
around me, I heard Thay’s words echo 
in my ears: with every peaceful step, 
you will arrive in the absolute realm.

Thay Phap An’s teachings on the dis-
course on loving kindness helped us 
develop Bodhicitta to love ourselves, to 

live joyfully and peacefully, to practice 
deep understanding of ourselves and to 
cultivate boundless love towards all 
beings. Thay Phap An is my role model 
of how to develop compassion for oth-
ers, he is a great teacher who would go 
on teaching and hiking despite his back 
pain and compassionately listen to our 
sharings even when he was exhausted.

Thay Phap An mentioned ‘Precepts, 
mindfulness and Prajna’ which corre-
sponded to the Noble Eightfold path. I 
contemplated that the Noble Eightfold 
path and the path of mindfulness are 
the essential qualities for me to return 
to the island within myself. I had to be 
aware of my thoughts without judge-
ment and bias and to let go of them, to 
remind myself to open my heart and be 
mindful of my habitual blind spot when 
provoked – which would lead to my 
attachment to my ego. 

Inner Peace is realized by understand-
ing that we are all inter-related, we 
breathe and share the same air in the 
universe. 

We need each other to create a peaceful 
world: ‘Peace in oneself, Peace in the 
world.’

I bow with joined palms and express my 
heartfelt gratitude for the love and 
support of Thay Phap An, Sister Song 
Nghiem, EIAB and AIAB monastics and 
lay friends, Golden Moment Sangha 
(novices and lay friends). Your love, 
support and encouragement has  enabled 
me to walk my small and peaceful steps 
towards my path of enlightenment.

Sr. The Ocean of Buddha Jewels 

(Khan Therese Siu Yee)

It was like a dream that came suddenly, 
like a giant wave (a positive tsunami?) 
and then, just as quickly, it has dissipat-
ed and cannot be seen. But its effect 
and repercussions are still being deeply 
and constantly felt. I had next to no 
preparation for the wave to come. I 
decided to go back to Hong Kong from 
Canada in March; my mother invited 
me in April to go with her to the EIAB 
in Germany, we got there in May, and I 
only knew about the option to take part 
in the time-limited novice ordination 
program on the second day. I had 
around one day to decide, gathered in-
formation from various people, most 
importantly from Thay Phap An. Soon, 
my hair was gone, I had a new name, 
was wearing new clothes, was touching 
the earth numerous times and joining 
nonstop activities every day for 10 
days. Time flew by and I am back in 
Hong Kong but by no means back to 
my normal or former life. 

Each day now begins with slowly and 
mindfully getting out of bed; slowly 
and mindfully opening the door to ob-
serve that it opens, moves and stops, 
without doing anything else at the same 
time; going to the bathroom, reminding 
myself to be in the present moment, 
calming the mind, relaxing the body, 
dropping the energy down to the lower 
body, being mindful, joyful and peace-
ful. Then I start gently and softly to 
practice newly-learned Tai Chi and Qi 
Gong exercises, next is reading the Five 
Contemplations before eating, then to 
have breakfast quietly and slowly. It is 
not always successful, but I go about 
the whole day trying, as much as possi-
ble, to do what I have learned during 
those 10 days. It was particularly tough 
during the first two weeks, after a peri-
od of adjustment – perhaps two more 
weeks – it began to feel better.

I am very glad I made the decision to 
come to EIAB and take part in the 
novice ordination program. While it 
was not a hard choice for me to be a 
temporary monk, the main worries were 
for my health, and they were alleviated 
with Thay Phap An compassionately 
granting me exceptions, comforting my 
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anxieties and assuring me, “we will 
make it work.“ It has worked out very 
well indeed. The teachers, the Sangha, 
the lay people, the novices, the environ-
ment, the exercises, the classes, the 
ceremonies and the sharings were all 
truly wonderful. Most wonderful of all, 
of course, is the Dharma.

I have been interested in Buddhism 
since I was quite young. I did not 
practice or study it much, but had the 
idea that being a monk would be a good 
thing. It was just that being apart from 
one‘s family could be a problem. 

At university, I studied western music, 
that led to western philosophy and that 
in turn led to eastern philosophy. I read 
a lot of books on Buddhism, mainly 
Chan/Zen, including books by Thay and 
did I think gain some insights. My 
conclusion was to build a new eastern 
philosophy – Confucianism/Taoism/
Buddhism, on top of current western 
thought, (post-modern/American) – 
something that would include all the 
best from the past, solve/alleviate most 
of the problems of the present and make 
the world a better place for the future. 

Within Buddhism, I would like to enact 
the Four Immeasurables and the Four 
Great Vows as much as possible. I hope 
I could be like Thay but it would surely 
be very different, as he has been coming 
from a more traditional place and open-
ing up to new influences; while I would 
come from a new place, learn about the 
traditions and blaze/tread new 
pathways. 

For several years, my focus shifted 
mainly back to western music with a 
secondary focus on developing new 
eastern music, with occasional attention 
to Buddhism. Then, a few years ago, I 
moved from the US to Vancouver. There 
I reunited with a childhood friend and 
met his friend, who asked me if I was 
interested in going to a small Vajrayana 
Buddhist group of which he was part. 
They practice weekly but with a month-
ly meeting for the public. For a few 
years, I went once in a while, debated 
intensely with them and found that it 

Here are some concrete examples.

After Thay Phap An was told about my 
health issues, and said I needed to calm 
my mind, I immediately felt better deep 
inside. I felt a similar effect when he 
taught about channeling one‘s energy 
down into the lower “diantian”, the qi 
energy center below our navel. It is a 
most common practice for me to be 
doing something else like thinking or 
talking while walking, but when I tried 
to talk to Thay Phap An as we were out 
walking, he came to a complete stop, 
that left a strong impression on me. 

Sr. Song Nghiem talked about the dete-
rioration of her “mother‘s mind”. I asked 
her how she deals with that and she said 
she reminds herself of the Diamond 
Sutra, which says that words are illu-
sions. True words of wisdom! I have 
previously read about the Four 
Applications of Mindfulness, the Seven 
Factors of Awakening and the Twelve 
Links of Dependent Origination, but it 
felt totally different to have them taught 
by great teachers in this kind of envi-
ronment. I have been contemplating 
how is to balance doing, practicing, 
learning and being peaceful. When 
Thay Phap An said that it is a struggle 
and a question for him as well, I under-
stood that this is something everyone 
needs to decide and juggle on their 
own. Even being a monk would not be 
the end of it!

During those 10 days, I was surprised to 
experience great benefits in two areas 
outside of our retreat program – career 
and family. There were plenty of oppor-
tunities for me, as a musician, to listen 
to, think about and play different kinds 
of music at the EIAB. I heard wonderful 
bells sound constantly, western classical 
music sometimes, and Dharma songs 
and chanting sung in Western pop/folk 
style, traditional Chinese style and 
Vietnamese style. German music and 
philosophy are most important in the 
western tradition. Thus, it was truly a 
blessed opportunity to be able to per-
form/listen in Germany to German 
music that was relevant to the Dharma 
and to talk about German culture and 

solved a lot of questions I had, even 
though many new questions came up. I 
didn‘t have much time to practice or 
study until around two years ago, when 
a teacher of that lineage came to 
Vancouver because he could not get a 
visa to the US. I attended several of his 
lectures and felt a big change. I prac-
ticed a little, but my practice really 
picked up when he came again about a 
year ago and gave a series of around 20 
lectures. 

Looking back, that endeavor undoubt-
edly had a tremendous impact on my 
experience at EIAB. I have heard, 
thought about and tried so many differ-
ent methods, even though none very 
deeply. A lot of this came in bits and 
pieces, from questions and answers. At 
EIAB, they were all melded together. In 
an intensive environment, 24/7, 10 
consecutive days, with myself and most 
of my fellow ordainees wearing gowns 
similar to those of the established mo-
nastic Sangha, every little thing in my 
consciousness and sub-consciousness 
was taken apart and placed under a 
microscope. There was one major em-
phasis and that was mindfulness, with 
everything else revolving around it. 
One way to look at it would be like the 
hedgehog and the fox, minimalist ver-
sus maximalist, I feel that it is great to 
have the opportunity to do both, either 
together or alternately. 

Those 10 days were really special, even 
though rather busy for mindfulness! 
There were numerous new and enlight-
ening experiences for me; they have 
given me a potent mindfulness, and a 
bunch of small but effective other tools 
with which to tackle my habitual energy 
and to clear problems in my body and 
mind. I learned many new teachings on 
the Dharma that will be very useful; the 
quadrilingual/quadriracial environment 
of Chinese from Hong Kong, Germans, 
Vietnamese and other friends gave me 
many new perspectives on the world. 
Most importantly, the amazing people, 
kalayana mittas (“noble” or “good” 
friends) I met at EIAB have given me so 
much and made my time there a unique 
experience. 
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its relationship with the Dharma with 
Germans. I also learned a great deal 
from Eltz Castle and its museum during 
our group’s day tour of the Moselle 
region. 

It was particularly fortuitous that the 
German brother in our novice ordina-
tion group invited me to collaborate in 
performing a German lieder, with him 
singing and me on the piano. My moth-
er has always doubted my musical 
ability, but she was finally full of praise 
after the performance! 

As she and I have been having some 
problems for a while, it was really kind 
of her to invite me to EIAB. I knew 
about the Dharma sharing tradition of 
Plum Village, but it was much more 
than that. The trip was a nice bonding 
experience. There were plenty of teach-
ings on family and ancestors during the 
Dharma talks and ordinations. The Rose 
Ceremony was otherworldly, it provided 
a platform for us to express our emo-
tions and look at our relationship from 
a higher standpoint. It just happened to 
be my mother’s birthday towards the 
end of the retreat, it was really special 
to see so many people celebrating. It 
provided an opportunity for her to 
happily and publicly proclaim a desire 
to do her best to improve and work 
things out, it has had a great impact 
since. I was immensely thankful and 
joyous to know that my becoming a 
temporary monk would generate a 
considerable amount of merit for my 
parents and ancestors.

As I wrap up this article, Hong Kong is 
a society in crisis over many deep-root-
ed issues. Surrounded by unprecedented 
levels of violence, recently, and by 
poisonous emotions, I have been trying 
hard to keep calm on the outside as well 
as the inside. I thought I would be able 
to do it, but I can really feel the agita-
tion in my body. For some reason, 
whenever I think of the figure, face and 
voice of Sr. Song Nghiem (sorry, Thay 
Phap An...:) – radiating the boundless 
gentle kindness and deep caring of her 
heart – the tension in my body and 
mind is dispelled by a warmth emanat-

ing from the depth of my heart. Thank 
you!

Br. The Ocean of Gentle Kindness 

(William Kwan Fai Chan)

healed and transformed myself in many 
ways. I have found the needle in the 
immense ocean, the healing path, with 
deep aspirations and unlimited 
possibilities.

Since I return to lay life, I am enjoying 
living a simple life with gratitude, I 
have enough. I am always aware of my 
thoughts and aspirations because things 
can happen when we keep cultivating 
those seeds in our mind. Regular prac-
tice with the sangha is very important 
to support me to continue the path and 
realize my aspirations.

The Ocean is vast and embracive. We 
can realize our dreams without age 
limit, making everything possible. It is 
precious to be a monastic sister in my 
life, getting one step closer to become a 
Buddha. One Buddha is not enough and 
everyone has Buddha nature. The Ocean 
family is here for you to walk hand in 
hand to support one another on the 
path of healing, transformation and to 
realize our dreams together.

Sr. The Ocean of Healing Paths 

(Angela Tse)

It was like a dream to join the time- 
limited novice program for the second 
time in my golden age and become a 
monastic sister in EIAB in May. When I 
received my sanghatti for the first time 
at the novice program in Thailand PV, I 
vowed to wear it life after life. Now, I do 
not need to wait till next life and can 
wear it again in this life. It showed me 
that with deep aspirations and a sincere 
heart, everything is possible in the here 
and now.

There were many touching moments in 
the program with oceans of tears and 
joy. We were named the Ocean family 
and each of us was given the name that 
best described our aspirations and 
conditions.

I was so touched to receive my dharma 
name. ‘The Ocean of Healing Paths’. 
Since my retirement, I have been stay-
ing in different PV centers searching 
the paths to heal myself and others. The 
name given to me cannot be describe 
any better where I am now and the path 
to continue.

Ocean is so immense and deep. In 
Chinese we say, when facing great dif-
ficulties finding a solution is like look-
ing for a needle in the ocean. During 
the novice period, I experienced the 
beauty of simple monastic life, let go 
my attachment to material craving, 
deepened my aspiration to serve others, 
learned to take refuge in the Sangha, 

Prague, 23rd June 2019 

I would like to share some of the emo-
tions that came up for me with the EIAB 
Sangha. This time round the emotion 
that remained the longest was brother-
hood, something I had also experienced 
at earlier retreats. When I live amongst 
the warm-heartedness of the monks and 
nuns, then I also feel warm and happy 
just like at home.

After the ordination ceremony this 
feeling was even stronger, as I had now 



Time-limited Novice Program | 105 

become a member of the EIAB Sangha, 
if only for a few days. In a Dharma ar-
ticle by Thầy I read that nothing is more 
precious than brotherhood and during 
this time of ordination I was able to 
experience the depth of this feeling. I 
would like to share some of the emo-
tions I felt on my first visit to Plum 
Village. With only three days to go be-
fore my departure, I could not stop 
thinking that I would soon meet Thầy, 
who I had only previously known 
through the book Old Path, White 
Clouds and the memoirs of Sister Chân 
Không. I felt so happy I wanted to cry. 
Just like a small child, I felt a deep 
longing to see Thầy, and to kneel before 
him and hear him speak to me. However, 
when I arrived in Plum Village the first 
thing I saw was Thay leading a group in 
walking meditation. I just stood still 
and thought it would be impossible to 
do as I had wanted. I then told Sister 
Hội Nghiêm about it, and that although 
I would like to do it, I knew it wasn’t 
necessary, as I could feel his presence in 
that of the monks and nuns. That was 
in July 2014. Now, during my time at 
the EIAB, I could feel the presence of 
Thầy in the freshness and carefree atti-
tude of the monks and nuns when 
chopping vegetables in the kitchen, 
playing, in sitting meditation and 
Dharma sharing. I have now understood 
that they are Thay’s continuation, they 
represent the transmission from Thay to 
his students. What I experienced is only 
a part of the Sangha’s energy, the ener-
gy of a river, a feeling that came up 
spontaneously on the opening day of 
my first summer retreat in Plum Village.

I took part in the ordination ceremony 
for a limited time, for the first time. In 
the presence of the monks and nuns my 
hair was cut, I received a new name and 
felt like I had been reborn. These feel-
ings are certainly a wonderful basis for 
the rest of my life. Just to be part of a 
family of 23 was a joy, but we had other 
joys too: Sister Đoan Nghiêm taught us 
the majestic posture and fine manners, 
and I felt how she offered us her cour-
age and hard work. Brother Pháp Ấn 
taught us the basic teachings for novic-
es. Our oldest sister in the family was 

Sister Biển Khinh An, who is a living 
witness to events in the memoirs of 
Sister Chân Không: she was present on 
the day Nhất Chi Mai immolated herself. 
We listened, still and deeply moved, as 
she told us that after the self-immola-
tion in the Pagoda Từ Nghiêm, Nhất Chi 
Mai was still breathing and only died in 
the evening. 

We knew that the monks and nuns had 
put a lot of effort into preparing a very 
precise schedule for the retreat to ensure 
it was successful. For example, just for 
the robes for the new novices, Sister 
Trầng Thành Tầu had to take our mea-
surements, lend us the robes and allow 
us to try them on. She had to show us 
how to put on and wear the different 
robes, so we knew how to do it properly. 
How warm and touching!

I look back fondly on the times when I 
was able to work with brothers Tuệ 
Giác, Pháp Kính, Pháp Cứ and the sis-
ters Huyền Diệu, Biểu Nghiêm, Hiển 
Nghiêm in the kitchen, when I was so 
engrossed in playing foot volleyball 
that I arrived late for the Dharma dis-
cussion. I miss every single brother and 
sister. During our first days as a novice 
they wanted to give us so much love 
and attention. The entire EIAB took all 
its time for our retreat, for the ordina-
tion ceremony, for the ceremony ‘A 
Rose for You’, for the Vesak 
ceremony…

I would like to share the short message 
I sent to Sister Song Nghiêm by 
WhatsApp: ‘Dear Sister, I will soon be 
flying home and miss the EIAB so much 
that I could weep. I don’t know where 
this feeling comes from, perhaps from 
Mother Earth. I promise to return soon 
to my beloved spiritual family.’

I don’t know when I will return, but we 
are immensely grateful for all the love 
that Brother Pháp Ấn, Sister Đoan 
Nghiêm and all the brothers and sisters 
at the EIAB have given us. We are also 
very grateful to the brothers and sisters 
from Hong Kong, as they put the con-
ditions in place to make this retreat 
possible. 

Once again, thanks to every brother and 
sister at the EIAB. We promise to return 
to our steps and our breathing whenev-
er we can as an expression of our 
gratitude to you. 

Biển Vô Lượng Tâm

Br. Biển Vô Lượng Tâm  

(Cao Nam Long)

My Birthday Celebration at EIAB,  

17th May 2019

Dear Respected Thay, brothers and 
sisters,

It is my greatest honor and privilege to 
celebrate my birthday at the EIAB to-
gether with KK. 

First,, I wish to express my deep grati-
tude to all teachers at the EIAB, for 
showing us the path of love and under-
standing. Thay Phap An teaches us not 
only with his words but his actions. He 
sets a beautiful example for us to fol-
low. He is the embodiment of love, 
compassion and non-judgmental 
acceptance. 

There is no way we can repay our 
teachers except by being good students. 
Thay Phap An said this morning that it 
is fine if his students do not learn (be-
cause their conditions are not suffi-
cient). But I am sure it will bring him 
joy if his students do learn.
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Two years ago, I spent Vesak Day at the 
EIAB. Thay Phap An asked us to make 
a deep vow to be our strong, happy and 
healthy self. I promised myself that I 
would try hard, and I have been a good 
student, Thay. I am happy. I find mean-
ing in my volunteer work, and I practice 
my morning exercise every day. At the 
age of 71, I am still in good health, 
without needing to take any 
medications.

I started volunteer work in 2002, offer-
ing help free of charge to patients suf-
fering from depression. I was lucky to 
find meaning in my pain. During the 
past 17 years, I have learned to be 
humble and gentle in my volunteer 
work. I hope I will also be gentle to my-
self and my son. This will be the only 
way I can repay you for your love and 
kindness.

Secondly, I feel deep gratitude to the 
Sangha for their support during difficult 
moments in my life. I would like to 
thank the monastics at EIAB, the Hong 
Kong Sangha, the Vietnamese Sangha 
and the German Sangha. I would like to 
thank them for their warm energy, 
lovely smiles and friendly affirmation, 
their advice and encouragement and for 
their gentle reminders. These have all 
helped to heal the minds and bodies of 
myself and my son. My son and I have 

not spoken to each other for six years. 
Today, he is attending this retreat with 
me. As a medical doctor trained in 
western medicine at the University of 
Hong Kong, I know that this is not what 
western medicine can do. 

I consider it a miracle that my son 
joined the Novice Ordination program 
during this retreat at the EIAB I could 
feel that the Novice Initiation ceremony 
helped him to transform, when he made 
a vow to transform his afflictions into 
energy to help himself and others find 
peace and happiness. 

After the shaving of his hair, William’s 
face and body radiated the energy of 
calmness and joy. At the Rose Ceremony, 
I could feel that the words from Thay’s 
(Thich Nhat Hanh’s) book A Rose for 
Your Pocket touched his heart. After the 
reading, he openly expressed his grati-
tude to me and described me fondly 
with much accuracy. I was deeply 
touched by his love and courage. I 
could feel that he had remorse for the 
suffering he had inflicted on the both of 
us with his silence. 

At the Novice Ordination retreat, Thay 
Phap An’s Dharma talks were very in-
spiring for William. The brothers and 
sisters of the Hong Kong Sangha all 
helped him with their friendly affirma-

tion, so that he was able to rebuild a 
stronger self image. The steadfast 
practice of mindfulness during the 
10-dayprogram also helped him to calm 
his body and mind.

There was so much healing at the EIAB 
that it was like a miracle. We had 
transformations and rebirths. I hope 
that I transformed from an unskill-
ful mother like a lion with claws into a 
lovely cat, de-clawed but still able to be 
free-spirited and self-willed at times.

I don’t know how to put my transfor-
mations into words. I have softened my 
armor and became less harsh on myself, 
and allowed myself to get closer to 
William, to accept him and appreciate 
him. Thay Phap An’s Dharma talks, 
your loving kindness and warmth, the 
energy of the Sangha all helped to make 
the transformation possible.  I feel deep 
gratitude to all of you.

My birthday wish is that you will all 
find peace, joy and good health in your 
lives. And I do hope that each and every 
one will try your best to support the 
EIAB in whatever possible way you can.

Thank you, Danke.

(Dr. Wan-Tung Chan) 

Hongkong
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In Memoriam Thầy Pháp Lượng

On Wednesday, 24 July our Brother 
Thầy Pháp Lượng drowned in Biggesee 
lake. He died attempting to save another 
brother from drowning. He, who always 
helped others, gave his life to save the 
life of someone else.

Brother Thầy Pháp Lượng was or-
dained by Thầy on 28.06.2001 and 
became a Dharma Teacher in January 
2009.

Here is the Gatha Thầy gave him during 
the transmission of the Dharma lamp.

Pháp môn thi thiết tuy vô Lượng 
Phật quả ngày mai quyết định thành 
Đất thơm hiến tặng mùa xuân mới 
Đường về mây trắng gọi trời xanh

Although there are Immeasurable 
skillful Dharma Doors, 

(they all) One day definitely lead us  

to realize the fruit of Buddhahood. 
The fragrant Earth offers  

the new spring 
And on the way back white clouds  

call for blue sky.

With his lived brotherhood, his contin-
ual joy, his equanimity and the many 
bonsai trees he raised with so much 
loving care, he will always remain in 
our hearts.

Thầy Thích Chân Pháp Lượng 
(Hoàng Mai Hòa Bình) 

24.08.1958 – 24.07.2019
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