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Monastic 7-day Chan Retreat

Although it was painful to see

it or even accept it, I was very

grateful because it was the only way I could learn to unlearn it.

W’E:E Yan Rang

It's been raining non stop since the
second day of the retreat, I truly missed the
warmth of the sun on my skin! Our days
were routine and basically the things we
did were repetitive. It might seem to be un-
interesting, but for me, from one day to the

next, it's often the same but different.

Our daily routine

Everyone has their “kick start” -
be it a hot shower, a hearty breakfast or a
cup of good coffee. Indeed it could be all
of them. However, for us practitioners,
during this period of time, we were trained
to try our utmost to pack meditation into
our morning routine. I used to find getting
out of bed in the morning a huge struggle,
especially when I did not have a good sleep
the night before. For the first few days, I

felt as if I only got to sleep when the whole

corridor started booming with the terrifying
sound of the morning board. However, as
the days went by, instead of greeting the
morning by hiding my head under the blan-
kets, I was eager to get out of bed and jump
into the new day.

We started our day with eight-form
moving meditation, had sitting meditation,
and then, we either listened to Dharma
talks or did the morning service. Later on,
we had breakfast and did daily chores. Be-
fore the next session began, we had a break
in between, so we could take a good rest
in our room. Once the rest time was over,
we gathered in the Chan hall, listening to
Dharma talks. Then, we had standing yoga
exercises, demonstrated by Ven. Yan Xi.
The exercises involved a lot of stretching
poses, mainly to help us relax, ease our

pain from long periods of sitting, and in-
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crease our flexibility. I had trouble with
back and shoulder issues and discomforts
while meditating, so these yoga poses ac-
tually helped a lot. After yoga exercises,
we continued with another sitting. Then
we had lunch, followed by another work
period. Once we completed our duty, we
could take naps, do the laundry or do walk-
ing meditation in the Chan hall. I myself
had trouble taking naps in the afternoon
although I felt tired and exhausted, so in-
stead of walking around, I tried to relax my
whole body and mind when I was in bed.
After the slightly longer rest time we
had, we gathered in the Chan hall again,
listened to Dharma talks, did standing yoga
exercises and continued with another sitting
period. Lastly, we did walking meditation
together in the hall, including slow walking
and fast running in a circle. During the day,
if we had any questions on meditation, we
were allowed to have a personal interview
with the teacher to get hands-on advice and
immediate answers. Then, it would be our
personal time after the walking meditation.
Some people would go for dinner, whilst
the rest would take a shower, do the laun-
dry or continue to practice in the hall. As
the bell rang at six fifteen, we went back to

the Chan hall to do the evening service. Af-

ter that, we listened to the last Dharma talk
for the day and then did prostrations. Our
day ended with the last sitting period and
we could finally go to bed (that was my fa-

vorite time of the day).
Practice methods

I'm now a year-three student; next year
I will officially graduate. Truth be told, I
have not been practicing well in my daily
life and was not getting anywhere with my
meditation. Most of the monks and nuns
looked forward to this opportunity for a
long time - to practice their methods, as
they had a very busy schedule. To me, since
it's compulsory to attend, I felt a lack of
excitement of course. However, this time,
I told myself that it would be different and
it had to be different, that I would try to
relax, work hard and push myself a little
further (but there's always a gap between
expectation and reality, isn’ t there?)

I dozed off most of the time during
the sitting period on the first three days. On
the fourth day when I felt that I could start
using methods, I tried to begin each sitting
period by relaxing my whole body. After
several tries without falling asleep, I start-
ed moving on to “counting-the-breath”

method. At first, there were lots of wan-



dering thoughts coming through my mind,

and then I tried to pull myself back to the
method, again and again. Once the count-
ing started to get smoother, it automatically
moved on to “watching-the-breath” , and
then I started dozing off without awareness
again. Aside from the drowsiness I felt
most of the time, there were lots of dis-
tracting thoughts. The method that I used

to solve this issue was to recognize the

states of mind; instead of fighting against
them, I tried to bring my mind back into
focus. Eventually fewer and fewer thoughts
bubbled up and I saw improvement in my
concentration. When engaged in practice, |
realized that the mind often separated from
the action of the body and most of the time,
we were not aware of it.

Besides that, I knew very well that

sometimes I thought I was relaxed but in
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fact, I was unconsciously tense. Hence, the
coordination of exercise with meditation

actually helped engage my body and mind.

Things to reflect on

During the meditation retreat, a ques-
tion often popped up in my mind: “Why
am I here and why did I choose to become
anovice nun?” I used to be someone who
aggressively demanded myself to be excel-
lent and to never be satisfied with anything
less. I could not figure out how to be less
of a disappointment and I used to have a
difficult time trying to put my life back
together. I was always paralyzed by self-
doubt and mistrust - that I was never going
to be good enough no matter how hard I
tried. While sitting, all the past memories
that I thought I had long forgotten came
flooding back. I came to the realization that
I have a loving family and a solid circle of
friends, but these things were something of
an abstraction, something to take for grant-
ed, and then all of a sudden, they weren't. |
was again reminded by the “memories”
that how blessed and lucky I was, to be
surrounded by people who loved and cared
so much about me.

Through sitting meditation, when our

mind is calm, a lot of things come sharply

into focus. Each day I dug something deep-
er, I saw my selfishness and incompetency
very clearly. I often masked my selfish
attitudes in polite manners, regarding it
as a consideration for others, but in fact,
I valued myself the most and most of the
time, others came second. Although it was
painful to see it or even accept it, I was
very grateful because it was the only way I
could learn to unlearn it.

In one of the Dharma talks given by
Shih Fu, I remembered very clearly he
mentioned that repentance does not delete
the karmic force that our actions created
(what's done was done!), but it gives us
strength and courage to face and accept
whatever consequences may come. I felt
very touched after listening to what Shih
Fu said, because life is full of obstacles and
without truly understanding the concept,
one might get carried away easily by vex-
ations and delusions when faced with ob-
stacles. Now, I must learn why the karma
was there and accept that it is mine to go

through.
Conclusion

I must admit that I've gained a lot
from Buddhism. (but not everything that

I've learned could be applied in daily life.)



All these practices were essential, al-
though these seven days felt like forever.
(please get me out of the prison!) It has no
doubt helped with clearer observation of
my actions, speech and thoughts. It also
helped to increase the awareness of the
things happening around me. I have also
learned that the feelings or sensations that
I experienced throughout the retreat, good
or bad, will eventually pass away on their
own and there's no need to be afraid of it.
All the pain, stress or anxiety, learn to ac-
cept them entirely and try to make peace
with them.

Every present moment becomes an
opportunity to learn and improve, every
obstacle presents a challenge to test our
learning, and every person we meet gives
us a chance to share the benefits and joy
we have cultivated from within.

To practice mindfulness, we don't nec-
essarily have to sit on the cushion, or prac-
tice methods only during retreats. We just
have to practice carrying out daily activi-
ties mindfully. By doing so, every moment
in life becomes the perfect ground for the
ultimate meditation practice.

And today, I'm particularly grateful
for the growth that is possible. I guess I'm

one step closer again.
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