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Buddha Root Farm Summer Retreat
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Chinese Translated by Yi Gegu

The annual retreat at Buddha Root Farm (BRF) was resumed
this summer (July 10 - July 17, 2022) after a two-year hiatus
due to the pandemic. On Buddha Root Farm’s new website, it
begins with three questions, “In the midst of unease and anxiety,
where can we find a reliable refuge? How can we create an inner
sanctuary capable of withstanding external instabilities? And
how can we expand this sanctuary of the heart to include our
families, friends, and ultimately, all living beings?” For many
returning BRF retreatants, coming to Buddha Root Farm
certainly helps address all those three questions.

During the two-year hiatus, nature took over Buddha Root
Farm. Tall grass and blackberry bushes blanketed the entire land.
Small wild creatures found their sweet homes in the Half Can—
the main building at BRF that includes a kitchen, a meeting,
working, and dining area, a small lodging space for guests, and
storage. A work crew of sixteen volunteers arrived a week early,
weed wacked and cleaned. During the morning and evening
check-ins each day, the work crew expressed their gratitude

and joy to work together and prepare the land for the retreat.
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Within a week, they transformed the untamed wilderness
back to a true “sanctuary of the heart” before another thirty
plus participants arrived for the Dharma session.

To prevent possible community spread of COVID, the
Half Can was not utilized as it was pre-pandemic and other
indoor activities were limited to a minimum. Pre-arrival PCR
tests, frequent antigen tests, and mid-retreat PCR tests were
conducted for all participants. Outdoor tents were set up for
dining. The daily Dharma sessions were held in the newly set
up “Outdoor Chan Hall,” which consisted of two large tents,
two medium tents, and two small tents set in front of the
BRF’s Chan Hall on the hill. Everyone willingly observed the
COVID protocols for community safety and there were no
Covid cases during the retreat.

Lack of Internet access at Buddha Root Farm granted
everyone a break from digital screens. Camping in the forest,
waking up to myriad birds’ chirping, watching deer walking
by calmly, hearing the sound of the stream...all these have
become luxuries for most modern people. At Buddha Root
Farm, participants had the opportunity to connect with
nature outside and the nature within.

The community practice this year was reciting Guanyin
Bodhisattva’s name and studying the Longer Sukhdvativyiha
Siitra or Infinite Life Sutra with Doug Powers, a senior teacher
at Dharma Realm Buddhist University (DRBU). Reciting
Guanyin’s name is a method that has been practiced for
thousands of years. It opens the door to the refuge within.
As Doug put it, through reciting and connecting to Guanyin
Bodhisattva’s spirit of great compassion, we are led toward
the infinite light of Amitabha Buddha and the pure land
within.

Dharma Masters from Berkeley Buddhist Monastery
(BBM) led the daily sessions. Each day began with the
morning ceremony, meditation, morning Guanyin recitation,
followed by the meal offering and lunch, and then community
service. After lunch break, the afternoon Guanyin recitation
was followed by the afternoon Dharma discussion or
meditation (participants could choose either). After dinner,
the evening ceremony was followed by the Dharma talk by
Doug. Each day ended with the Transference of Merit. On
the first day, each person wrote two plaques, on which names

were written to be put up on either a “long life” board or a
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“rebirth” board as a way to express each person’s prayers through

community practice and to honor what they deeply care about. In
the evening class, Doug shared about the strong presence of the
founding teacher Venerable Master Hsuan Hua that he always felt
at Buddha Root Farm.

As each day went by, the group chanting of Guanyin’s name
became increasingly synchronized, and the connections among
retreatants grew stronger. The kitchen crew’s laughter frequently
flew out of the kitchen. Their joyous working spirit made the dishes
at the retreat not only delicious, but also delightful: the heart-
shaped pancakes, freshly made buns, mango smoothie, special
homemade pan-fried bread, and all kinds of creative vegetarian
dishes. What a cheery scene to see mothers and daughters working
and laughing side by side! Good and warm meals every day truly
made the participants feel home in the “wilderness.” Through
community service, new connections were formed and old
relationships were renewed and deepened.

On the final day, everyone took part in taking down the tents,
putting away the tarps, cleaning, and packing. On the very last
night of the retreat, under the night sky (the tents had been taken
down), participants sat in a circle outside and shared their roses
(highlights), buds (growth), and thorns (challenges) during the
retreat. A turtle was placed in the center of the circle to honor the
turtle spirit on this sacred land and beings who had lived here way
before we came.

One participant shared that the three important things that
had kept bringing her back to Buddha Root Farm year after year
were nature, Dharma, and friendships. A participant who was
accustomed to a tidy and clean home environment began to
appreciate the rustic way of living in nature. Another participant
shared in tears that, by reciting Guanyin’s name, she realized how
important it was for her to regard all beings she meets as equal.
Some participants began to feel compassion for mosquitos. Merit
was also dedicated to all beings such as ants, spiders, and insects
that had been unintentionally harmed during the retreat.

Everyone who went to Buddha Root Farm this year has
returned home safely. But the individual and collective memories
at Buddha Root Farm will continue to bond everyone for years or
even generations to come. The true magic of Buddha Root Farm
lies in the strengthened community practice, and how the serene
and refreshing natural setting outside brings forth our originally

pristine nature within. &
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