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From Mindfulness to Heartfulness—
2023 Annual Retreat at the Sudhana Center
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The Sudhana Center in the Ukiah Campus of Dharma Realm
Buddhist University held its annual retreat from June 3 to June
10 this year. The theme for 2023 was “From Mindfulness to
Heartfulness.”All participants must participate full time and
take up residency at Sudhana Center for the whole duration of
the retreat to maintain the community atmosphere. Electronics
such as cell phones, laptops, tablets, and music players, were
not allowed during the retreat. Participants were also required
to observe the noble silence for a week, except when they must
speak, such as during discussion periods and lectures.

There were morning and evening ceremonies and noontime
meal offerings every day; two incense periods for meditation
in the morning and afternoon, and there was also half an hour
of meditation before the bedtime in the evening. In addition,
there was time for lectures, discussions, and community work.
In the afternoon, recitation of the Great Compassion Mantra
together was scheduled for fifteen minutes. Daytime activities
were mostly carried out under the shade of trees and on the lawn.
This year’s instructors include: Elder Bhikshuni Heng Chih,
Bhikkhus Jin Chuan and Jin Wei, Upasakas Martin Verhoeven
and Doug Powers. Dharma Master Chih taught everyone how
to meditate and breathe, including how to cleanse the chakras
during meditation. She lectured on the Great Compassion
Mantra and Guanyin Bodhisattva. She also presided over the
question and answer session every afternoon.

Dharma Master Jin Chuan and Dharma Master Jin Wei

led everyone for the daily ceremonies. They also lectured on
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Buddhism 101 and Buddhism in the Modern World. Marty
Verhoeven’s lectures mainly focused on “Wandering in the Dream”
by Great Master Hanshan, while Doug Powers crossed reference
three texts in the retreat:

1. Cetasikas by Nina Van Gorkom

2. A comprehensive Manual of Abbidhamma by Bhikkhu Bodhi

3. Phenomenology of Perception by Maurice Merleau-Ponty

The retreat discussed and investigated what is unique to
human consciousness. Instructors and participants discussed the
fundamental issues with people today: the senses are overwhelmed
by too much information. We find ourselves lost in the senses.
How not to be overwhelmed by the senses? How to calm down
the senses?

Florence Seah, one of the participants, noted, “I have attended
the Sudhana retreat without fail since the very first pilot in 2016.
Even though the texts and materials discussed often appeared
impossible to understand, the instructors were very engaging.
They made the text accessible, alive and lively. They explained the
text in a way that meets our current understanding.” Florence also
learned that meditation can calm down the sixth consciousness,
and we are emptying the self. That is the beginning of illumination,
the foundation of going farther. She said, “Phones turned off,
no internet, noble silence, and food taken care of, that is super
awesome. It gives me a space to interrupt my afflictions and
habitual tendency, loosen and soften my tight knots. I don’t have
to worry about anything.”

2023 DRBU MA graduate Sanju Baral said that this was her
first Sudhana retreat. In addition to studying Buddhadharma
and vigorous practice, she was working together with some of
her professors from Dharma Realm Buddhist University. They
would so kindly put aside the garb of professorial identity and
chop vegetables and wash dishes together with you. In the sharing
session at the end of the retreat, everyone shared their experiences
from the very human level rather than from a place of some
identity which made her very unforgettable.

A cancer patient said that during this seven-day retreat, he
readjusted his mentality and felt the power of group practice.
During the session, the kind and compassionate energy recharged
his body and mind. As emphasized in this retreat: Once you
understand that “I am not my thoughts and I am not my emotions,”
you can feel at ease, because both thoughts and emotions come

and go within the backdrop of awareness. &
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