
PLANNING A RETREAT OR DAY OF MINDFULNESS 

 

Practicing together as a Sangha for one, three, five or more days can be inspiring and refreshing.  

Practicing together for a day or more will deepen our practice in powerful ways.  Ever since our 

local Sangha (the Laughing Rivers Sangha of Pittsburgh) began organizing Days of Mindfulness 

(DOM) and retreats, our Sangha has grown in numbers and in individual commitment to our 

Sangha and our practice.  Our Sangha has learned that repeated retreats bring us ever closer. The 

more often that our teacher, Chan Huy, leads our retreat, the deeper he understands our Sangha 

and the more powerfully his teachings touch us. 

 

Organizing a retreat or DOM can itself be a fruitful practice.  In addition to the practical benefit 

to our Sangha, there is an opportunity to organize in a way that brings us and those around us 

peace and joy. In order to do that, we must begin with ‘Organizing Meditation.’ 

 

Organizing Meditation 

 

We often think of organizing a DOM or retreat as a constraining and tedious process that 

involves countless details, potentially annoying interactions with caterers and fussy participants, 

and lots of things that go wrong.  In fact, lots of things do go ‘wrong’, caterers can be 

temperamental, participants can be fussy, and details can be intimidating.  By practicing 

Organizing Meditation, we create a process that nurtures us rather than exhausts us and that 

creates an atmosphere of peace and joy for those who participate in our DOM. 

 

We begin practicing Organizing Meditation by sitting and looking deeply at why we are 

organizing.  We need to examine the many motives and ideas that we associate with such an 

activity.  Do we expect praise and attention for our efforts?  Are we afraid that our DOM or 

retreat will spin out of control without our involvement?  Are we open to the views of others?  

Can we listen deeply to others’ points of view or do we construct arguments against their points 

of view even as they are talking?  Are we determined to be diligent and responsible or will we 

find reasons why we cannot complete tasks? By looking deeply at our own views, beliefs, 

attitudes, and behaviors, we can learn to let go of our expectations and to unattach ourselves 

from outcomes and possible futures.  We can learn that by being present in every moment of our 

organizing whether it is while attending meetings with our co-organizers or talking menu with a 

caterer, we can experience the joy and peace of our practice.  At the same time, if we learn how 

to organize skillfully, we shall help create an environment that presents countless opportunities 

for our Sangha members to practice happily. 

 

Details are important.  Just as Thay teaches us to chew and to fully taste each bite of our food, 

we can focus on and enjoy every detail of organizing, knowing that it nurtures us as well as all 

who participate in the DOM or retreat.  Each detail is an opportunity to nourish others and 

ourselves.  For example, dealing with a caterer and choosing our menu is important. Serving 

food that is too spicy for the tastes of some participants is guaranteed to distract them mentally 

and physically long after the meal.  Some may use that as an opportunity to unattach from their 

dietary preferences and to deeply contemplate their physical reactions to such food.  But others 

will be so distracted that they lose opportunities to strengthen their practice.  While this example 
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may seem trivial it is a reminder that attention to details and our simple decisions help make or 

break the experience of people who attend our DOM or retreat. 

 

These guidelines are written with the hope that they may identify some details that are worth 

considering when we plan, particularly for those organizing their first DOM or retreat.  These 

guidelines are not a substitute for experience.  They should not be slavishly followed.  Just as we 

learn that some sitting postures are valuable aids to practice so too can some approaches to 

organizing.  The key to postures and organizing is to understand how effective they are in 

assisting us in the moment.  We know that there is no virtue in sitting in a particular position and 

so there is also no virtue in how we organize.  As we sit we find the posture that works for us and 

as we organize we find the method that works for our Sangha.  That is the correct posture and the 

correct planning.  Talking with our Sangha members, hearing their reactions to our planning, 

observing their reactions during the DOM or retreat and having participants fill out evaluation 

forms are of great importance.  These inputs will let us know if our planning has been successful 

and point out ways that we can adjust our plans to enhance the practice for everyone.  Remember 

that the Buddha attended retreats with large numbers of nuns and monks.  At those retreats, the 

Buddha gave teachings that remain with us today.  He also taught others who have transmitted 

his teaching to us.  Some nameless people correctly organized those retreats.  Their gift to our 

Sangha is without limit. 

 

The Committee 

 

A committee of three to six people is sufficient.  People interested in joining committees should 

screen themselves to be sure that they will be able to contribute successfully.  Each member 

should commit to attend every committee meeting.  Planning moves very quickly and anyone 

who misses even one meeting will miss important information and also create extra work for 

those who do attend.  Since planning occurs over a number of months, it is important that each 

member look ahead at his or her calendar to be sure that he or she will be able to fully participate 

in the planning over the entire planning process.  Individuals who cannot do so can participate in 

many other ways such as helping with periodic tasks such as mailings or doing important tasks 

during the DOM or retreat itself.  Potential committee members should also consider whether 

their work or home obligations allow them to put extra hours into the planning process at peak 

times such as during the registration period and the week prior to the DOM or retreat.  Finally, 

each committee member needs to assess whether she or he is willing to let go of preferences or 

views and to fully support the decisions of the group.  

 

Timing 

 

Planning needs to begin, at least, one year before the event.  The early planning is dedicated to 

finding a teacher, agreeing on some potential dates, and reserving a facility where the DOM or 

retreat will take place. The committee should plan its schedule of meetings at its very first 

meeting. Therefore, attendance by each committee member at each meeting is essential.  In our 

experience, committees that meet for 1-2 hours need 6 meetings while those that have 4-5 hour 

meetings generally need 2 meetings.  Email and phone contact between meetings is obviously 

necessary.  More meetings will be needed by Sangha organizing their first or second DOM or 

retreat.  
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We do not have any advice for finding a teacher.  In our case, a senior member of our Sangha 

suggested that we invite Chan Huy to lead our retreat.  We did so and have not looked further. 

Virtually all of the evaluations from all of our retreats speak warmly and positively about his 

teaching. Talking with Sangha members in other cities might provide you with leads for a 

teacher. Finding a teacher will probably take less time than finding a suitable location.    

 

 

Location, Location, Location 

 

Our Sangha polled our members and found that people were happy to travel up to 50 miles to get 

to the DOM or retreat but were less willing to travel 75 or more miles.  Finding out the travel 

distance acceptable to your Sangha brothers and sisters should be done at the very beginning of 

the process.  Another initial piece of information needed before a search for a facility can occur 

is the number of participants that are anticipated.  Choosing a number may be affected by the 

ability of your chosen facility to accommodate a certain number of people, or by your Sangha’s 

ability to provide a dharma sharing AKA dharma discussion leader for every 10 or 12 

participants or other factors.  Deciding on a number is critical since it will exclude potential 

facilities that are too small. 

 

Finding a location can be daunting.  Sangha members can begin by asking friends particularly 

clergy and academics about possible sites.  If your city or town has an association of churches, it 

may very well have a list of retreat houses that can accommodate you. The committee or some 

sub-committee of the Sangha should draw up a list of requirements and preferences for the 

location.  Once some sites are identified, committee members or other volunteers will need to 

travel to the site and determine their adequacy.  The following are the major requirements 

identified by our Sangha members: 

a. A quiet, large, and comfortable mediation hall preferably carpeted with adequate 

lighting and temperature control will be needed.  Since some practices include 

prostrations or lying flat, the hall should be big enough to accommodate the projected 

numbers of participants in lying as well as sitting positions. 

b. A facility should be chosen that could accommodate all people including those with 

physical disabilities. 

c. A lovely outdoor area that can be used for group or private walking meditation is 

important. 

d. All people including those with no cars or with limited access to private 

transportation such as taxicabs should be able to attend.  Financial considerations for 

travel should not be a barrier for those with financial limitations.  The Sangha may 

want to set up car-pooling in addition to identifying easy methods of travel using 

public transportation.  Scholarship money should be made available to provide 

transportation when necessary.  It is important to remember that those with physical 

or financial limitations are not likely to contact the Sangha to discuss registration if 

the advertising does not indicate that the Sangha is willing to accommodate everyone 

despite physical or financial limitations.   

e. A comfortable room for sharing meals as well as an area for self-serving snacks and 

beverages throughout the day is suggested.  It is important to remember that 
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participants have different eating habits and needs.  Snacks like fresh fruit, cookies, 

and pretzels as well as coffee, tea and juices are appreciated throughout the day. 

f. Quite breakout space is needed for each of the dharma sharing groups that will be 

formed.  In addition, a smaller private space is necessary if your teacher is able to do 

private consultations.  

g. Quiet is important for the success of the DOM or retreat.  Inquiries should be made 

about noise levels at various times of the day.  Some locations may get noisy at rush 

hour or after school.  Some locations may be noisy because of the noises related to 

food preparation or table setting. 

h. The facility should provide an emergency contact.  In our experience, alarms have 

gone off and bathrooms have flooded during our retreats.  Knowing who to call for 

emergencies helped us get through those crises. 

i. If you invite people to commute to your overnight retreat, consider asking a few 

Sangha members to allow commuters to store things in their rooms at the facility and 

to use the rooms to rest.  Many people are extremely tired by the end of the day and 

should rest before driving home. 

j. The two areas most often commented on in our written post-retreat evaluations are 

the temperature of the facility and the quality of the food.  Since a suitable 

temperature is difficult to ensure, participants should be reminded to bring layers of 

clothing that can accommodate varying temperatures.  The issue of food needs its 

own section. 

 

Food 

 

Many facilities provide meals.  Most of them have had little experience providing vegetarian 

meals.  Cooks at the facilities often assume that providing vegetarian meals is simple- just 

provide the same menus provided to everyone else but eliminate the meat.  Our long-suffering 

Sangha has had some interesting eating experiences that we still enjoy talking about. Do not 

underestimate the importance of food service. 

a. Try to visit the site when it is serving food at other functions or talk to others who 

have used the site before.  Talk to the cook and discuss menus if possible.  Be 

cautious and kind.  Cooks can be touchy when you raise questions about their 

cooking. 

b. If the food provided on site is not adequate, consider having meals catered.  In our 

experience we have had lunches and dinners successfully catered for $4-$7 per 

person.  However, and this is a major caution, be sure that the food served will 

accommodate a wide range of tastes and diets.  Food that is too ‘exotic’ or ‘spicy’ 

will not sit well for some people.  Our committees have asked our Sangha members 

about the food that they prefer so we can better plan.   

c. A caterer may have difficulty finding a facility especially if the facility is on a 

campus and not at a street number.  Be sure that your caterer has directions as well as 

your cell phone number.  Also, be prepared to pay her or him in cash, check, or credit 

card when the food is delivered.  Caterers generally expect payment at or before the 

event. 

d. Some people have many dietary restrictions.  It is not always possible to 

accommodate them.  Registration fees should be reduced for such participants and 
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they should be encouraged to provide their own food.  Access to a refrigerator and 

some food-heating device may be necessary. Ingredients should be clearly labeled 

and gluten-free and vegan options provided. 

e. Some Sangha members may offer to cook or provide food for the DOM or retreat.  It 

is important to remember that food safety for a large number of people is different 

than food safety for a family or small group.  The possibility of food-related illness is 

too great to be risked.  Food should be provided by professionals. 

f. People love leftovers.  It is likely that you will have food left over after the DOM OR 

RETREAT.  Plan for this by bringing containers and bags so that the food can be 

divided and distributed to participants to take home.  Students are especially 

appreciative of food baskets to go. 

 

Decorating and Setting Up 

 

A silent retreat often allows us the opportunity to take more notice of our environment.  Without 

the distractions of radio or TV or talking neighbors, we are more likely to look around and 

observe and appreciate our surroundings.  This presents a wonderful opportunity for the 

organizers to contribute to the experience of each participant.  Some of our decorating tips are 

described here: 

 

a. The altar in the mediation hall is the centerpiece for the DOM or retreat.  An altar can 

be simple or elaborate.  It could be a draped altar with a statue of Buddha, some 

flowers, and a calligraphy or picture in the background or it could be a simple table 

with a few flowers or branches.  It is most important that the altar be set up mindfully 

and skillfully so that everyone seeing it will be moved.  A candle and/or incense 

might be used.  But be sure to ask participants at the “Welcome” if any of them have 

an allergy to smoke or a breathing problem that would be affected by the smoke. 

b. Flowers or branches can be placed throughout the facility to offer us beauty and joy. 

c. Pictures of Thay or of our Sangha or of beautiful scenes should be obtained and hung 

throughout the facility.  One of our creative members found such pictures in old 

calendars from Plum Village. 

d. Gathas are wonderful means for bringing us back to the moment. Before our DOM or 

retreat, we travel the facility and put them up in bathrooms, on walls, on mirrors and 

many other sites.  We always have to have two or three people scour the facility after 

the DOM or retreat in order to find them all. 

e. Since people often need to move to smaller rooms for different practices, we 

generally give the room’s lovely names and put signs on room doors so people will 

find them easily. 

f. A teacher needs to be comfortable as she or he leads us.  We provide a 3-foot by 3-

foot platform on which we put some carpeting and a cushion.  Be sure that you find 

out if your teacher is bringing a cushion; you may need to provide one. Next to the 

platform we place a small table with water or tea, a bell, and room for notes.  We 

always ask one of your younger Sangha members to act as an assistant for our teacher 

throughout the retreat.  He or she can escort people to their private consultations, be 

sure that our teacher has everything he or she needs, and to convey messages between 

the organizers and the teacher. 
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g. Many teachers will need a sound system especially in large rooms.  Equipment may 

be purchased, borrowed from arts groups or rented.  The equipment should be 

checked out carefully beforehand with the teacher.  Someone should be assigned to 

adjust the sound during the Dharma Talk and other times. 

 

Advertising 

 

Getting word out about the retreat or DOM can be tricky especially if your Sangha has not had 

them before.  Over time, more and more people know about the retreat and filling the facility 

happens quickly.  Our Sangha uses a few methods of communicating and advertising. 

a. We have developed an email list over time and use that list to announce our DOM, 

and other major events.  It is important to be sure that everyone knows and agrees to 

be on the list and that the list isn’t over-used.  Remember that some people do not 

have email and they need to be reached via regular mail.  It is important not to 

exclude them from communication. 

b. We have also developed a regular mailing list and have the capacity to print mailing 

labels.  Our regular mailing list includes our Sangha members, those who have 

attended past events and signed a sheet asking to be on our list, and others who have 

asked to be on our list. 

c. We also have a list of places that will accept our flyers and post them.  These include 

other Sanghas, yoga studios, churches, and businesses.  It is important to remember 

that if we wish to invite a diverse audience of people that we need to advertise in 

places and neighborhoods where people who are different than us shop, play, and 

live. 

d. Registration forms should be sent out to the regular mailing list and/or our web page 

6 to 8 weeks before the event and there should be a bolded and underlined deadline 

for registration.  That deadline should be about 10 days before the event. (See 

Appendix A.)  

e. Our registration form asks the participants to give their contact information, enclose 

their check, and check off boxes to let us know if they wish to take the 5 Mindfulness 

Trainings, have special needs, wish to contribute to our scholarship fund, and will be 

attending our orientation to the retreat.  (We strongly advise those new to the practice 

to attend a 45-60 minute orientation to the retreat.  At orientation, people are told 

about our practices such as walking meditation, our inviting of bells, silence and other 

things that will happen at the retreat.  This orientation leads to less confusion for the 

participant.) 

f. Flyers (but not registration forms) should be sent out to our business/organization 

mailing list at the same time. (See Appendix B.)  The flyers should describe the event 

and give phone numbers and emails of a few members of the committee.  This is 

important.  While those on our mailing list know about our retreat, passers-by in 

health food stores may not.  By calling or emailing us, they give us an opportunity to 

let them know what the retreat or DOM entails.  Even those who have been on retreat 

elsewhere may not know what our tradition means by silence or walking meditation.  

It is helpful to have copies of some material about Thay and our practices to send out 

to interested individuals.  (See Appendix C.) 
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g. Our flyers and registration forms describe our teacher, name the theme of the retreat, 

the cost, and give contacting information.  

h. It is important to carefully proof the flyers and registration forms before they are sent 

out.  Two or three people should review them word by word to be sure that they are 

accurate.  Most importantly, all references to cost and scholarships and the way that 

checks should be made out and mailed should be double-checked. 

i. Be sure to list your DOM or retreat on the Community of Mindfulness webpage.  

(http://www.iamhome.org/) 

j. We also post a flyer on our webpage. 

 

 

Processing Registrations 

 

Every Sangha has a different way of dealing with income and expenditures.  In the past, our 

Sangha had asked individuals to process Sangha finances through their individual accounts.  That 

becomes cumbersome for numerous transactions over an extended time.  Currently, two of our 

Sangha members maintain a joint account.  Duties are divided so that one member makes 

deposits and another makes payments.  Detailed records are kept by both and a financial 

statement is made to our business meeting after the DOM or retreat. 

 

The committee creates the budget for the DOM or retreat.  Expenses include facility rental, food, 

mailings, sound equipment, copying, flowers, transportation for our teacher, and a stipend for our 

teacher, scholarships, and office supplies such as tape and scissors.  Income includes registration 

fees, donations for scholarships, a dana collection for our teacher made at the event, and 

donations of materials and other in-kind donations.  The following are some special 

considerations: 

 

a. The person receiving the registration forms should keep a hard copy of each form and 

mark the date it was received as well as a note describing the amount of the check 

that accompanied the form.  It is also a good idea to keep a copy of the check before it 

is deposited. 

b. Someone needs to be put in charge of scholarships.  Members of our Sangha or others 

seeking partial or full scholarships should be able to make those requests privately.  

There should be no record indicating who received a scholarship just the amount of 

money used.  Scholarships should not create a difference among participants.  Those 

receiving scholarships should not be expected to do extra work during the retreat.  

Indeed, they are offering a wonderful opportunity for member of our Sangha to 

practice generosity.  They should be warmly thanked for giving us such an 

opportunity. 

c. Our teachers give us an incredible gift when they lead our retreat.  They give us the 

fruit of their years of practice.  They give us valuable time that they could spend with 

their families and loved ones enjoying the pleasures of their everyday lives.  They 

risk poor food, long hours, sore jaws from smiling, and emotional demands by 

participants in need.  We include in our budget at least $500 for a one day retreat and 

at least $800 for a Friday - Sunday retreat for our teacher.  We also include air travel.  

During the retreat itself we put out a basket and allow participants to make a donation 
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to our teacher. These payments are no larger than the low to moderate payments 

given to consultants by non-profit organizations.  Sanghas who can donate more 

should do so. 

d. We mail each registrant a confirmation letter that includes directions to the retreat and 

an information sheet (that we copied in most part from the information sent out by 

our national retreat organizers).  We also send a contact phone number that family 

members can use to contact a participant during the retreat, a pre-retreat 

contemplations (to ascertain what people expect or need from the event) (See 

Appendix D for the pre-retreat contemplations authored by Chan Huy and sent to us 

by the Plum Blossom Sangha in Austin, Texas and the post-evaluation), and any 

special instructions about what to bring along to the retreat.  It is important to 

remember that people will need to know if they are expected to bring bed linens or 

alarm clocks, soap, shampoo, etc. 

e. Twice we distributed directions provided by the facility that turned out to be 

inaccurate.  Another time, the directions were accurate but did not include 

information about a recent important detour.  It is best to practice drive the route to 

the facility if possible before directions are distributed.  If that is not possible, the 

facility should be consulted to confirm the directions. 

 

 

The Theme 

 

The theme of the DOM or retreat can be an important way of organizing the experience.  

Members of the committee should discuss the various issues that have come up in the recent 

discussions at the regular sittings of the Sangha.  War, tensions at work, relationship problems, 

or death and dying may significant issues for Sangha members at one time or another.  When a 

particular issue is identified by the committee, the more poetic members can translate that issue 

into a suitable title for the retreat.  A committee can also simply adopt the theme of Thay’s 

retreat that year. 

 

a. The theme should be discussed with the teacher so that she or he will be comfortable 

organizing a Dharma Talk around it. 

b. The theme should be visited by each Dharma Sharing leader as they kick off their 

discussions. 

c. The theme can be used in choosing a guided meditation, songs, or sutras. 

d. One year when peace in our everyday lives was our theme, our committee organized 

a well-received panel of Sangha members who gave 5 minute talks on how they 

practiced peace in their everyday lives and jobs.  We also distributed a peace packet 

with poems, articles and a CD of Thay. 
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The Schedule 

 

Scheduling the day is perhaps the single most important task of the organizing committee.  

Members of our Sanghas have a wide range of preferences when it comes to our practice.  Some 

people love to sit in quiet, others enjoy singing.  Some of our members enjoy practicing 

Touching the Earth while others find the bowing foreign and difficult.  Creating a successful 

schedule requires that committee members identify their own preferences so that their personal 

likes and dislikes do not determine the entire schedule.  Second, the schedule should be 

examined in detail to see if options can be offered.  For example, while it is useful and helpful to 

offer free time after meals, participants can also be invited to practice sitting or walking 

meditation on their own at those times.  The following are things to keep in mind: 

 

a. The organizing committee must be careful not to get caught up in trying to squeeze 

too much into the day.  We delight in the practices that Thay teaches us but these 

practices should be savored and not crowded together.  It is especially difficult during 

a one day DOM since time is so limited.  We can be tempted to jam the day with 

practices.  Having four practices that are peaceful and joyful are more useful than 

seven practices that are hurried. 

b. Our committee does not distribute a schedule.  Rather we write it up on a board in the 

meditation hall a few hours at a time.  This allows us to change times or add or drop 

activities to accommodate the flow of the day.  It is important that one person be 

charged with maintaining the schedule and committee members and our teacher can 

confer with that one person as needed.  Trying to get consensus from the entire 

committee for every schedule change is too cumbersome. 

c. Since some people arriving at the facility may not have had an opportunity to eat 

before coming, it is generally good to have some food available such as soup and 

bread during registration. 

d. Two Sangha members should be assigned to registration.  They should be equipped 

with a list of registrants and any notes about payments to be made at registration.  

They should be ready to tell each person where and when the “Welcome” is, where 

their room is located and any other information that is needed.  They should also be 

ready to assist people with disabilities get to their rooms or carry their luggage.  

Participants should be given name tags to wear. 

e. It is important to equip participants with song sheets.  While old timers have no 

trouble remembering lyrics, newcomers will have a difficult time unless they can read 

them.  Singing can be done at the beginning and at the end of many practices like the 

Dharma Talk, tea ceremonies, sutra readings, and panels. 

f. We only schedule the transmission of the 5 Mindfulness Trainings at multi-day 

retreats because of the amount of time that they require.  We generally do them on 

Sunday mornings.  It is important that people wishing to take them be given copies of 

them ahead of time and be provided time to discuss them with a teacher and/or 

experienced Sangha members or at a Q&A session.  Some group of Sangha members 

will need to meet separately from the retreat on Saturday night to review each 

application, assign dharma names, and allocate roles for the ceremony. 
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The Welcome 

 

The “Welcome” at the beginning of the DOM or retreat is important.  It sets the tone of the 

retreat as well as provides important information to participants.  There are a number of 

announcements that we make that we believe are important.  They are: 

 

a. We emphasize that sitting and other practices are not supposed to hurt and that there 

is no virtue in pain.  We advise people to use chairs or move mindfully if necessary 

during sittings.   

b. We carefully emphasize the importance of silence during the welcome, making the 

point that silence is not simply the absence of talking.  We remind participants that 

our practice is about being mindful and that we need to be mindful of the way we 

walk, move furniture, and close doors.  We point out that quiet not only helps each 

participant remain mindful but also is a gift to those around us. 

c. At the welcome, we ask three of our members to stand and we advise participants to 

seek out one of these three members if they have questions during the retreat. 

d. We review how we invite the bell and how it brings joy. 

e. Often we will ask each participant to say his or her name and hometown.  We 

especially welcome first-time participants and make it clear that they should talk to 

one of our three welcomers if they have any needs whatsoever. 

 

 

Some Practices 

 

a. Mindful Socializing: A number of participants have noted on our post-DOM 

evaluations that they had hoped to have an opportunity to meet other practitioners.  

The people making these observations were generally people new to the practice or 

who lived in areas where they have no Sangha.  Our Sangha felt an obligation to 

serve these participants.  So we invented ‘Mindful Socializing.’  We sometimes set 

aside 30-45 minutes generally before or after dinner where we ask people who wish 

to socialize mindfully to meet at a specific place that is sufficiently distant from the 

DOM as not to disturb participants who do not attend the socializing.  Mindful 

Socializing is an experience in deep listening and compassionate speaking.  In society 

we spend many hours socializing at work or leisure.  Generally, we are not fully 

aware of what people are saying or what their needs are.  We often compete with 

others for attention or use socializing as a way to build or support our ego.  Mindful 

Socializing gives us an opportunity to become aware of our reactions to other people 

and to observe our own conversing.  It also provides a way for new people to feel 

welcomed, learn about our Sangha, and have their questions about our practice 

answered. 

b. Dharma Sharing (Dharma Discussion): Dharma Sharing is a difficult practice for 

people not familiar with it.  Current attempts are being made to change the name from 

“Discussion” to “Sharing” and that may help a great deal.  At our “Welcome” and 

again at the beginning of the Sharing, we remind people that Sharing is not the time 

to ask practical questions, or to discuss intellectual issues.  It is not group therapy or a 

time to discuss our views and opinions.  Dharma Sharing is a time to speak personally 
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about the joys and difficulties in our practice.  These are often related to the Dharma 

talk but that is not necessary. We remind people that we join hands and bow before 

and after we speak.  We ask people to listen deeply and that includes maintaining 

silence for at least 3 breaths after each person speaks.  Each Dharma Sharing leader 

can decide to pass a leaf or other item so that only the person receiving the item can 

speak.  Other leaders might ask people not to speak a second time until everyone has 

had the opportunity to speak once.  We discourage cross talking, i.e., two members 

engaging in conversations.  We also let new people know that speakers do not 

necessarily respond to the person who spoke before them and that the Sharing is not 

about fixing things or solving problems. 

c. The Closing Circle: At the very end of the day or the retreat during the last 30-45 

minutes of the event we invite everyone to sit in a circle and invite people to say their 

name and make any comments that they wish to.  If time is short and the crowd is 

large, we might invite people to call out a word or words that express their feelings.  

This process allows amble time for everyone to have a say and the warm words bring 

joy.  We then end with some songs and a few minutes of silent sitting.  We remind 

participants to fill out their post-DOM/retreat evaluation forms.  These forms are very 

important and each committee member should review them to identify suggested 

changes for future retreats.  However, it is important to keep in mind, that one 

complaint or suggestion might not represent the majority view.  We should bring 

complaints or suggestions back to the committee or our business meeting for 

discussion before we make changes. 

 

Handouts 

 

It is difficult to balance the need to assist participants by providing them various materials and 

not to distract them from the practices of the retreat.  We set out extra copies of our retreat 

handouts that give basic information about our practice and Thay.  We also have sample copies 

and subscription forms for The Mindfulness Bell and let people know how valuable it is as a 

resource (See IAMHOME.org for information that can distributed at your event).  Our Sangha 

has found a bookstore that provides books so that we can set a table of Thay’s books and sell 

them during free time after lunch and other free times. 

 

Last Minute Preps 

 

It is necessary to ask Sangha members to assist in the DOM and retreat.  Our members lead 

sitting and walking meditation, invite bells throughout the day, read the 5 contemplations at meal 

time, participate in panels, help at registration and clean up, and sundry other tasks.  We try to 

spread the assignments widely for two reasons.  We don’t want a few members to be so occupied 

that they miss participating fully in the retreat.  Second and, perhaps, more important is that by 

assisting, Sangha members deepen their commitment to the Sangha and to the practice.  

Although it is prudent to give tasks that require more experience to the longer-term members 

there are many tasks that can be carried out by newer members.  They should be given the 

opportunity to offer their energy and talents to the participants.  Keep in mind: 
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a. Some people are uncomfortable speaking in public or having a central role during a 

ritual.  Give people the opportunity to decline requests or to choose the tasks that they 

are more comfortable doing. 

b. People should be asked to help before the actual start of the DOM or retreat.  Asking 

at the event can cause confusion and unnecessary conversations. 

c. Give people the support they need including written instructions or lessons in inviting 

the bell. 

d. Celebrate our tradition’s openness to all styles and differences.  Let’s not create a 

hierarchy among practitioners. 

 

We have developed (and continue to develop) our checklist. (See Appendix F)  The checklist 

gives us a way to quickly review what we need to do.  It is most reassuring and calming to see 

that we have completed all the tasks. 

 

Last Note 

 

You are invited to roll these pages into a ball or retreat or make paper airplanes with them.  In 

the end, trust in your Sangha.  At every DOM or retreat, the organizers make a list of everything 

that goes wrong.  Interestingly, participants don’t notice any of them (except food problems).  

‘Mistakes’ are fine; they provide opportunities to practice with impermanence, non-attainment, 

and unattachment. 

 

With a bow and smile from the 

Laughing Rivers Sangha of Pittsburgh 

 

 

Written from the experience of the Laughing Rivers Sangha of Pittsburgh 

Compiled by: Tony Silvestre, True Hall of Peace 

Comments welcome: Tonys@stophiv.pitt.edu 

mailto:Tonys@stophiv.pitt.edu
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Body, speech and mind in perfect oneness,  

I send my heart along with the sound of the bell. 

  May the hearers awaken from forgetfulness,  

and transcend all anxiety and sorrow. 

 

 To invite the bell, the bell master first wakes it up by lightly but firmly placing the wooden stick 

on the rim of the bell and holding it there so that everyone hears a short sound.  This prepares the bell and 

everyone present for the full sound of the bell that will follow.  The bell can then be sounded. 

 As soon as you hear the bell, follow your breathing.  If you like, repeat this verse silently: 

 

  Listen, listen. 

This wonderful sound 

  brings me back  

to my true home. 

 

 Before inviting the bell again, allow enough time for three in- and out-breaths.  At the end of a 

period of sitting meditation, the bell master wakes up the bell lightly, then wakes it up again a little more 

loudly, then invites one full sound of the bell. 

 

Reciting Gathas 
 
 Gathas are sort poems or verses we can recite to help us dwell in mindfulness during whatever 

activity we are undertaking.  While reciting gathas, we become deeply aware of the action we are engaged 

in, and this helps us to perform that action with understanding and love.  The gathas are easy to remember 

and to practice during our daily activities.  (See Present Moment, Wonderful Moment, Thich Nhat Hanh, 1990.) 

 

Touching the Earth 
 

 The practice of "touching the Earth," or bowing, helps us return to the Earth and to our roots, and 

to recognize that we are not alone but connected to a whole stream of spiritual and blood ancestors.  We 

touch the Earth to let go of the idea that we are separate and to remind us that we are the Earth and part of 

Life. 

 To begin this practice, join your palms in front of your chest in the shape of a lotus bud.  Then 

gently lower yourself to the ground so that all four limbs and your forehead are resting comfortably on the 

floor.  While touching the Earth, turn your palms face up, showing your openness to the Three Jewels -- 

the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha.  Breathe in all the strength and stability of the Earth, and breathe out 

your suffering.  This is a wonderful practice. 

 

Hugging Meditation 
 

 When we hug, our hearts connect and we know that we are not separate beings.  Hugging with 

mindfulness and concentration can bring reconciliation, healing, understanding, and much happiness. 

 You can practice hugging meditation with a friend, a child, your parents, your partner, or even a 

tree.  To practice, first bow to each other and recognize each other's presence.  Then, enjoy three deep, 

conscious breaths to bring yourself fully into the present moment.  Next open your arms and begin 

hugging, holding each other for three in- and out-breaths.  With the first breath, become aware that you 

are present in this very moment and feel happy.  With the second breath, become aware that the other 

person is present in this moment and feel happy as well.  With the third breath, become aware that you are 

here together, right now on this Earth.  We can feel deep gratitude and happiness for our togetherness.  

Finally, release the other person and bow to each other to show your thanks. 
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The Five Mindfulness Trainings 
 

Reverence for Life 

Aware of the suffering caused by the destruction of life, I am committed to cultivating the 
insight of interbeing and compassion and learning ways to protect the lives of people, 
animals, plants, and minerals. I am determined not to kill, not to let others kill, and not to 
support any act of killing in the world, in my thinking, or in my way of life. Seeing that 
harmful actions arise from anger, fear, greed, and intolerance, which in turn come from 
dualistic and discriminative thinking, I will cultivate openness, non-discrimination, and 
non-attachment to views in order to transform violence, fanaticism, and dogmatism in 
myself and in the world. 
 
True Happiness 
 
Aware of the suffering caused by exploitation, social injustice, stealing, and oppression, 
I am committed to practicing generosity in my thinking, speaking, and acting. I am 
determined not to steal and not to possess anything that should belong to others; and I 
will share my time, energy, and material resources with those who are in need. I will 
practice looking deeply to see that the happiness and suffering of others are not 
separate from my own happiness and suffering; that true happiness is not possible 
without understanding and compassion; and that running after wealth, fame, power and 
sensual pleasures can bring much suffering and despair. I am aware that happiness 
depends on my mental attitude and not on external conditions, and that I can live 
happily in the present moment simply by remembering that I already have more than 
enough conditions to be happy. I am committed to practicing Right Livelihood so that I 
can help reduce the suffering of living beings on Earth and reverse the process of global 
warming. 
 
 
True Love 
 
Aware of the suffering caused by sexual misconduct, I am committed to cultivating 
responsibility and learning ways to protect the safety and integrity of individuals, 
couples, families, and society. Knowing that sexual desire is not love, and that sexual 
activity motivated by craving always harms me as well as others, I am determined not to 
engage in sexual relations without true love and a deep, long-term commitment made 
known to my family and friends. I will do everything in my power to protect children from 
sexual abuse and to prevent couples and families from being broken by sexual 
misconduct. Seeing that body and mind are one, I am committed to learning appropriate 
ways to take care of my sexual energy and cultivating loving kindness, compassion, joy 
and inclusiveness – which are the four basic elements of true love – for my greater 
happiness and the greater happiness of others. Practicing true love, we know that we 
will continue beautifully into the future. 
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Loving Speech and Deep Listening 
 
Aware of the suffering caused by unmindful speech and the inability to listen to others, I 
am committed to cultivating loving speech and compassionate listening in order to 
relieve suffering and to promote reconciliation and peace in myself and among other 
people, ethnic and religious groups, and nations. Knowing that words can create 
happiness or suffering, I am committed to speaking truthfully using words that inspire 
confidence, joy, and hope. When anger is manifesting in me, I am determined not to 
speak. I will practice mindful breathing and walking in order to recognize and to look 
deeply into my anger. I know that the roots of anger can be found in my wrong 
perceptions and lack of understanding of the suffering in me and in the other person. I 
will speak and listen in a way that can help me and the other person to transform 
suffering and see the way out of difficult situations. I am determined not to spread news 
that I do not know to be certain and not to utter words that can cause division or discord. 
I will practice Right Diligence to nourish my capacity for understanding, love, joy, and 
inclusiveness, and gradually transform anger, violence, and fear that lie deep in my 
consciousness. 
 
 
Nourishment and Healing 
 
Aware of the suffering caused by unmindful consumption, I am committed to cultivating 
good health, both physical and mental, for myself, my family, and my society by 
practicing mindful eating, drinking, and consuming. I will practice looking deeply into 
how I consume the Four Kinds of Nutriments, namely edible foods, sense impressions, 
volition, and consciousness. I am determined not to gamble, or to use alcohol, drugs, or 
any other products which contain toxins, such as certain websites, electronic games, TV 
programs, films, magazines, books, and conversations. I will practice coming back to 
the present moment to be in touch with the refreshing, healing and nourishing elements 
in me and around me, not letting regrets and sorrow drag me back into the past nor 
letting anxieties, fear, or craving pull me out of the present moment. I am determined 
not to try to cover up loneliness, anxiety, or other suffering by losing myself in 
consumption. I will contemplate interbeing and consume in a way that preserves peace, 
joy, and well-being in my body and consciousness, and in the collective body and 
consciousness of my family, my society and the Earth. 
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POST-RETREAT QUESTIONNAIRE 

 

Name:  _______________________________________________________________________ 

 

1. Please describe any expectations for today that were met.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Please describe any expectations that were not met. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Please describe what you enjoyed about the day. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Please describe anything you did not enjoy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Please let us know how we could improve upon today. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

(There’s more on the back) 
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6.  Our teacher, Chan Huy would like to know if he is reaching you.  He expresses his 

     gratitude for any comments you would make.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7. What has particularly touched you today?   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8. What will you take back to your daily life? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

9. Please tell us how you found out about our retreat, and give us any additional comments you 

may have.  Thank you! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A lotus for you, a Buddha to be! 
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Appendix F 

 

DAY OF MINDFULNESS/RETREAT 

 

TO DO LIST 

 

 

A year or so before the DOM or retreat 

 

 Set up a committee 

 Find a teacher 

 Find a suitable facility 

 Find a caterer if necessary 

 Develop an email and a mailing list of interested people and venues for hanging flyers 

 

Six months or so before the DOM or retreat 

 

 Create a budget including a cost for participants 

 Set up a bookkeeping system 

 Choose a theme and share it with your teacher 

 Create a scholarship policy and procedure 

 Visit the facility and figure out the set up 

 Create the template that you will use for your registration and flyers especially if you 

are going to use pictures or fancy graphics 

 Prepare and check-out a clear and correct set of directions to send out to registrants 

 Locate a suitable sound system 

 Buy or erect a platform for your teacher to sit on 

 

Eight to ten weeks before the retreat 

 

 Mail out registration forms and flyers 

 Create confirmation packets and send out to those who register including the pre-

retreat contemplation forms 

 Choose and copy the handouts that will be distributed at the retreat such as song 

sheets 

 Print out gathas to hand around the facility and meal gathas for the dining areas 

 Buy supplies such as nametags, pens, and tape 

 Plan the agenda for the DOM or retreat 

 

 

The last week 

 

 Assign Sangha members to particular tasks and notify them 

 Assign a member to be the teacher’s attendant 
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 Assign someone to be the Orientation Leader 

 Assign meditation leaders, bell masters, leaders for singing, and leaders and readers 

for other practices 

 Assign a set up crew and a clean up crew 

 Confirm the caterer and facility 

 Assign sleeping rooms 

 

 

The day before or of the DOM or retreat 

 

 Buy flowers 

 Set up the altar 

 Set up the teacher’s platform and table 

 Decorate the facility 

 Pick up your teacher 

 Sit 

 


