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Blue Sky Practice,  �������"�!�$'�� �

Almost every place is taken tonight in the 
meditation hall. “Probably a lot of people have 
come to find an island of comfort and safety 
after the tragedy at Virginia Tech,” I tell myself as 
I settle into my cushion. I notice the seed of 
sorrow that has darkened my mind since 
returning from caring for my brother who took his 
last breath just weeks ago. This seed seems to 
have a little magnet inside that attracts sorrow. I  
sit with feelings of heaviness and sadness.  

Richard is the bell inviter, and he welcomes us 
to the second half of the evening. He turns on 
the machine so we can listen to Thich Nhat 
Hanh’s dharma talk. We hear three bells and 
then silence, a long silence. Richard turns off the  
machine. “Oh,” my psychological self assumes, 
“We’re going to have extra long to share 
because of the situation at Virginia Tech.” 

Richard bows in and tells us he has a practice 
he wants to offer that he learned from John Bell, 
from the Mountain Bell Sangha in Massachusetts. 
It’s called Blue Sky Practice. He explains. “First 
we’ll sing the song ‘Blue Skies,’ and then we’ll 
take a few minutes to think about a blue sky 
experience. A few people will tell us what 
qualities blue sky moments have for them. After 
that we’ll meditate on our own blue sky 
experiences. Next we’ll find one other person 
whom we don’t know very well and take turns 
sharing our blue sky times, and then we’ll return 
to the circle and share.” � ��

Surprised and curious, I wait while Richard 
hands out little squares of paper with the words 
to ‘Blue Skies’ printed in blue �ink. And then 
Freddie leads us as we sing: �
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The New York Zen Center for Contemplative Care rece ntly held a four-day retreat for its Chaplaincy 

Training Program graduates, students and interested  friends. One day, we were invited to put on a 
blindfold for 15 minutes and be guided about a larg e chapel by a partner/guide. 

Sounded like a bad idea to me. I’m not really big o n touchy-feely games anyway; but the intensity of 
my resistance surprised even me. After many questio ns, I decided to endure this experiment. Maybe 
something good would come of it. Not likely, I thou ght. We formed two lines, one with blindfolds; the 
others were to choose their partners. 

The instant I put on the blindfold, my hands began to shake and I started hyperventilating. I’ve never  
been claustrophobic, but immediately and throughout  the exercise, I felt trapped. Suddenly, I was nine  
years old again, trapped in a bedroom of our burnin g house. The doors  were filled with flames. The 
windows would not open. The heat was searing. I was  terrified. Reliving the tragedy was just as terrif ying as 
the first time. 

Right away, someone arrived at my side and touched my arm. I felt it was a woman: soft hands, about 
my height. She began to breathe audibly, guiding me  to calm myself by returning to normal, conscious 
breathing. We began to walk slowly, and I was fine with that, although we had to stop a few more times  
for calming breaths. My emotions were scrambled: en joying being led by a compassionate, loving friend 
but still feeling terrified, trapped and abandoned.  As the exercise ended, I tore off the blindfold an d left 
the room to have a cry and collect myself. They’ll never be able to reuse that blindfold. 

Next morning before I opened my eyes, a memory aros e that explained the connection of the 
blindfold to the burning bedroom. At nine, I was ho spitalized for three days with second-degree burns on 
my face, arms and back. To prevent horrible scarrin g, the doctor bound my head with elastic bandages. 
For three days, I could not see. My world was black  — three days to remember my terror and wonder if my  
face would by scarred. 

Our guides in the exercise were supposed to be anon ymous, but at the end of the retreat, Ann 
introduced herself, and I was able to thank the gen tle bodhisattva who led me to a deeper 
understanding of myself. 
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Blue skies smilin’ at me 
Nothin’ but blue skies do I see 
Bluebirds singin’ a song 
Nothin’ but blue birds all day long. 
 
Never saw the sun shinin’ so bright 
Never saw things goin’ so right 
Noticing the days hurrying by 
When you’re in love, my how they fly. 
 
Blue days all of them gone 
Nothin’ but blue skies from now on. 
Blue skies smilin’ at me 
Nothin’ but blue skies do I see. 

 
We stumble along together the first time and 

then we sing with our hearts. Sangha energy 
flows and begins to open this crowded heart. I 
remember something I learned during the retreat 
at Deer Park. Thay wants us to be happy. The 
Buddha wants us to be happy. And, most 
amazing, happiness can exist even in the midst of 
sadness. Daffodils bloom on cold, wet spring 
days. On her way to Auschwitz, Ettie Hellesum 
threw a postcard out the train window that read, 
“We went to the camps singing.” Not fake 
happiness that we wear to please others, but the 
happiness that comes from remembering that 
right now we are alive, the happiness that comes 
from being aware of what is real in this moment.  

We’re given a few minutes to think about a 

blue sky experience. I am walking on a mountain 
ridge close to the sky. So free. People share, and I 
think of other blue sky times. And then we 
meditate for about ten minutes. “Blue sky. 
Remember blue sky,” I tell myself as I notice the 
seed of sorrow sprouting again. This seed has 
grown thick recently with sad thoughts: “It 
shouldn’t have happened. I don’t want it to be 
like this. They were too young. It could have been 
prevented. If only.” And then, “Oh yes. This is 
sangha, and we’re meditating on our blue sky 
moments.” I am walking along the red dirt path, 
trees beside me, earth beneath and sky above. 
All is well. This picture fades and I am back with 
my brother. I feel sad. 

I open my eyes and remember that I am with 
the sangha where we are together concen-
trating on blue skies. Space opens up inside me 
and I relax. I feel light and content to be sitting  
here with the sangha. We find a partner and 
share. He goes first, and I listen like Buddha, as 
Richard has suggested we listen, wide open to 
listening, just listening without thoughts or feeli ngs. 
I feel refreshed enjoying his blue sky experiences 
and telling him mine. We join the circle and share 
moments of clarity and joy and freedom. It’s right 
here as we talk, ‘blue skies smilin’ at me.’ I bow 
in, “Blue sky mind is contagious. I feel happy.”   

Now it’s today and I wake up early to 
meditate. The heaviness of the past month is 
gone. I hear the birds and see the golden sky 
behind the trees. I invite the little bell and the little 
bell is the blue sky filling me with spaciousness.
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One who destroys life, 
utters lies, 
takes what is not given, 
goes to another man's wife, 
and is addicted to intoxicating drinks, 
such a man digs up his own root  
even in this world. 
 
Dhammapada: verses 246 and 247 
Translated from the Pali by Acharya 
Buddharakkhita 
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When I hear our 44th President, Barack Obama, I oft en hear Thay. 
Tonight in our Washington Mindfulness sangha, we re cited the Five 
Mindfulness Trainings, or Precepts. Last week, I he ard President 
Obama speak about mindfully using our resources, re turning to 
simpler, less-greedy lives, coming together in comm unities across our 
country, and I smiled. Below are some illustrations  of how I see 
President Obama walking in Thay’s footsteps. 

1st Precept ~ Reverence For Life:  On the campaign trail, now-
President Obama spoke about pulling troops from Ira q, protecting 
not only the lives of our soldiers, but also, hopef ully, diminishing the 
armed clashes that are killing so many Iraqi civili ans. For me, this is 
the first mindfulness training in action. 

2nd  Precept ~ Generosity:  Our economic crisis is so complex, but 
one large aspect of this is the ways in which peopl e’s greed has overtaken reason, from Wall Street 
financiers’ greed and Detroit CEOs’ lavish spending  to ordinary people who have maxed out their credit  
cards in sometimes mindless consumption. President Obama is offering us the opportunity to put 
safeguards into both lending and government oversig ht, work together in citizens’ groups locally to 
marshal our resources, focus on organic, local food s for our meals, and volunteer for those less fortu nate. 

3rd Precept ~ Sexual Responsibility:  Looking at the deeply loving and committed marriage  of Barack 
and Michele Obama is lesson enough in this training . 

4th Precept ~ Deep Listening & Loving Speech:  In his Inaugural speech, President Obama said, “The y 
understood that our power alone cannot protect us, nor does it entitle us to do as we please. Instead,  
they knew that our power grows through its prudent use. Our security emanates from the justness of our  
cause, the force of our example, the tempering qual ities of humility and restraint.” President Obama a nd 
his foreign affairs team have reached out to states  such as Syria, Iran, North Korea and Russia to fin d 
common ground based on mutual understanding. His ad ministration is bringing transparency to the public  
spending of hundreds of billions of our children’s tax dollars. His speeches often refrain from blame and 
focus on the positive, even when it would be so eas y to blame the last eight years. 

5th Precept ~ Diet For A Mindful Society:  Finally, unlike many past presidents, President Oba ma came 
from quite humble beginnings, with his family even taking food stamps for a short time. He knows the 
lessons of mindful consumption and gratitude for wh at is possible to achieve in America. Again, his 
inaugural speech spoke of this: “It is the kindness  to take in a stranger when the levees break the 
selflessness of workers who would rather cut their hours than see a friend lose their job, which sees us 
through our darkest hours. It is the firefighter's courage to storm a stairway filled with smoke, but also a 
parent's willingness to nurture a child, that final ly decides our fate.” ��
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� Happy smiles for Sister Chan An Nghiem, 
True Adornment with Peace! 

Our WMC sangha sister Jackie Randolph was 
ordained by Thich Nhat Hanh 

in Plum Village last fall. 

You can write to her at: 
Plum Village  
13 Martineau 

33580 Dieulivol, France �

�

�
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