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---3 day retreat April 10-12, 2009 by Jess

Thanks to Chang Hwa fa shi and all the working stdffor making the three day retreat possible. We are
very thankful for this opportunity to practice meditation and to learn more about our limitations andpo-
tential capabilities.

The theme of this three day retreat was Slow LivingJeditation. Slow usually has the connotation of be
ing inefficient. In contrary, what we learned is that by slowing down, we live life more effectivelyrd effi-
ciently.

During the three days, we practiced eating slowlyBy chewing the food slowly and being mindful to evg
action and every sensation from the time food entsrour mouth, the texture of the food, the smell, &
way we move our jaws and chews the food, how thedd changes from big pieces to very fine particle®t
the act of swallowing, by paying attention to alllhese details, we notice that eating became a diféstt ex-
perience all together.

The benefits are several. We can really taste thedd and enjoy them. We are satisfied with less food
(quantity wise) but have a more enjoyable eating gerience. Our digestive system can digest the foak
eat more efficiently. So, although we are slower ithe eating process, we enjoy more benefits.

When we slowed down our walking and our actions antdecome fully present in the here and now, we ng
ticed all the details in life more clearly. We notted the sounds of the birds and the feel of the wdinWe
noticed the fresh smell of wood chips, the rain, ahfresh cut grass. We noticed the ever changing clds

in color and form and how quickly or slowly they move through the horizon. We noticed the vibrant col-
ors of the little wild flowers dotting the grass lavn. Life is so rich and full and enjoyable when wean pay
attention to all its manifestations.

Meditation is the skill and technique to help us tslow down in our every day actions. By being relaed
and mindful of our thoughts, we can see more deepbnd clearly and objectively, thus guiding us to ght
actions. When we are in a hurry and when we are nohindful, we tend to act automatically from our
habit or from our preconceived notions. Thus effiaency is achieved when mindfully we do the right a@in
the first time instead of having to go back and caect our mistakes made in the haste of our action.

Since Ji Chen fa shi's two one day meditation sessis last September, | had been practicing meditatio
fairly regularly for 30-40 minutes every day. Through regular practice, the pain had gone away. | expie
enced a cool sensation one time and thereafter | ti@xperienced only minor discomfort, nothing like he
pain of sitting on needles of my first retreat expeence. My only confusion was still whether | waseally
doing the meditation correctly and what it really means to meditate. So, | had been looking forward to
this three day retreat to deepen my practice.

| was really unprepared for the pain during this three day retreat. It felt like | was starting all over again.
Fortunately, since | purposely slowed down my actiws and cleared my head of expectations, | was fayrl
relaxed despite the pain.

Shi Fu’s Dharma talks on the meditation techniqueseally helped to refresh my memory and reinforce
what | was supposed to have learned. This time, thugh the pain, | was able to stay focused. The pain
kept me from “falling asleep”. | had to go back aga and again to the technique, of staying relaxedhysi-
cally and staying aware of my breath to somehow najive in to my body’s instinct to quit so that | ca
stop the physical pain.

From the experience of these three days, all my @ uncertainties were cleared. Wandering thoughts,
like the pain, help us to practice meditation. Fous beginners, meditation is essentially the focug the
mind. Shi Fu teaches us that no matter what distra®ns we are presented with, whether happy thoughtg
or sad thoughts or even pain, if we are able ~ --ooooreeeeeennennns TR
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to keep coming back to the focus of our breath in eelaxed manner, then we are doing the practice. M-
tation is not about stopping the thoughts. It is nbabout eliminating the distraction. But rather degite all
the distractions, whatever they may be, that we arstill able to keep coming back to or maintain awag-
ness of our breath to stay focused on the practice.

Each 30 minute session was a deeply focused expece that required deep concentration. To stay focesl
and not get distracted, | deliberately go through H the preliminary motions of moving the head, takng
three big breaths, doing the relaxing technique frm head to toe in really slow motion. | watched my
breath to distract me from the pain. Pain was so grat that it took all my attention. | had no energyleft for
aimless thoughts. Nor could | ignore my pain enougto daze and wander. | had no where to run excepot
face my pain. And the only way to deal with it waso try to relax and watch my breath as a distractio.

During this practice, a thought popped into my headl am so thankful for the pain because it helped mto
focus on the practice. Without the pain, | would pobably still be most of the time dazed and distraetd by
wandering thoughts as had been my prior experiencedVith the pain, | was wide awake and truly aware
of all the sensations. The amazing thing was thatdid not suffer from the physical pain although | was
acutely aware of its presence.

As the third day progressed, | was determined to a with the practice to the end although I could sgse
my concentration and focus faltering. But | was tatlly unprepared when the fa shi announced that fothe
last sitting, we will be sitting for 1.5 hours without stopping. When | heard that announcement, | paicked.
30 minutes was my limit, how am | going to survivd.5 hours!! | had real doubts whether | could makat.
But | see no one running away from the room, not en the first time students. So, | guess | had toast.

The pain started almost immediately. Even as | wagoing the big breaths | noticed the pain building ©
unbearable levels. | had to use the relaxation tedmjue to tell my muscles to relax, in the hopes tessen
the sensation of the pain. | sat through the firsBO minutes like | did the other sessions. Then | atted to

notice other people moving, but no one really gotpu Talk about peer pressure! My god, if others dort’
have to get up, | cannot get up either. Besideskhew that if | were to move the slightest inch, thg@ain
would be unbearable and that | would totally lose bhmy will power. | knew that | would not be able to go
back to sitting like others did. Perhaps this feaof humiliation was the only thing that kept me fromgiving

up.

The last 30 minutes became excruciating. Althoughhear that no one had broken a leg during meditatio,
| truly had my doubts at that moment. | felt my will power waiver. | was fighting a battle “I have togive
up now, THIS instant” against “no | cannot give up,what if I am only minutes away then | would have
wasted this session of practice”. As | lose my fosul can feel my body heating up. | was sweatingkk
crazy, wishing that | had removed my sweater beforéhe sitting. My mouth became dry and parched and
difficult to swallow. Although the physical pain was probably very similar to the earlier sessions, hig dif-
ference was that | was truly suffering this time. he mental suffering somehow also intensified the pBical
pain. They seem to feed on each other.

It took all my will power to stay with my breath, to watch the pain, to try to relax so that | would ot give
up to the pain. As | struggled to keep my sanity, heard fa shi announced the end of the session.lhast
cried. The unwinding of the legs was almost more aful than the sitting itself. My legs were in so mch
pain that | could not get up for a long time. Everafter | finally got up, | had to limp to get to water. Every-
one just bounced out of their cushions as if the 3 hours was just another 30 minutes. | had no idelaow
they sat through the session so easily. | was jugtateful that | did not quit and relieved that my leg did not
break.

May the merit of this practice go to all beings
With joined palms Jessica
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