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Cherry Blossom Dharma,
Have you ever noticed how the cherry blossoms contai n the dharma?
Each year, when conditions are right, they manifest quite magically. It
depends on the unpredictable weather of Mother Natu re and the

painstaking manual care of the National Park Servic e. We never really
know when they will manifest, which is why the Cher ry Blossom Festival now
lasts almost three weeks. Sometimes they last only  a few days. In 2008, they

lasted a record two weeks. One day the trees look b arren, brown and
desolate; the next day, they are popping open with pink and white
blossoms, forming cloudlike images. They seemto co  ntain the essence of
the dharma: They simply change form, play with our expectations and

remind us of impermanence.

When my grandmother passed away in early April 2001, | took my grief
to the cherry blossoms. | nicknamed her “my favorit e lady,” since she had
been a surrogate mother to me. | practiced walking meditation for
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S Sangha Reflections

two hours around the Tidal Basin, breathing deeply with each
step and gazing profoundly into the cherry blossoms A
practiced on them to dissipate my pain and process my
emotions. Sometimes it helped ease the suffering; a t other
times | felt my heart palpitating.

In my attempt to hold onto my grandmother and some of
the emotions arising in me, | plucked a cherry blos som
! P branch. | thought that it represented my grandmothe rinits
# beauty, its simplicity and its lightness. | intende dto keepitasa
" memento of the moment by pressing it into my journa | to
accompany writings about my grandmother, so that | knew it
would last.
$ " Instead, the blossoms withered and became
| # unrecognizable by the end of my walking meditation. Like my
grandmother and like my emotions, the cherry blosso m was
# impermanent. It changed into another form, remindin g me of
4 # Thay’s teaching: No coming, no going; no birth, no death.

Have you ever been fully present with a cherry bloss om?

! # Can you see the universe in it? Each one contains t he earth
that provides nutrients, the rain that nourishes it , the sun that
# helps it blossom and the wind that can transform it s shape.
While each element helps it manifest anew each year , each
% # element also determines its transformation into ano ther form
# by the end of the season: The rain breaks it apart, the wind
# # scatters its petals, the sun withers it and the ear  th erodes
# around the tree trunk.
Like our practice, the cherry blossoms remind usth  at
conditions create our positive and negative formati ons
# | internally and externally. Are we aware that they a re
contained in each other? Can we breathe deeply, smi le at
them and gently let them go, without judgment or
attachment? Next time you visit the cherry blossoms , try using them as a basis
for the practice of mindfulness. They enable us to practice walking
meditation, breathing meditation, even meditation o n the sounds around us.

Ask yourself: Where is my attention? Is it on the ch  erry blossom? Or is it on

another distraction? My practice has deepened each cherry blossom
season. | gaze deeply into as many blossoms as poss ible as | practice walking
meditation among them. | now notice how many dozens of variations there

are, based on their colors, their shape, their text ure and their size. Each shoot

contains three to four blossoms. Each shoot contain s the universe.
Sometimes my mind wanders... to the diversity of lang uages spoken under the trees: English, Japanese,

Hindi, French, German, Russian, Spanish, Chinese, A rabic, among others... to the reflections upon the

water of the monuments, the sky, the clouds, the su n and the cherry blossom trees themselves. Suddenly N

catch myself in judgment of their beauty or the sur rounding sounds of happiness — or of the crowds and

the noises. Then | gently stop, breathe deeply, bec ome aware of these internal formations, and smile. I

release it. | am free.
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WMC Celebrates 20 Years Together on the Path

From Susan Hadler, October 18, 2009: Just as my
feet reach the street beside the Vihara where we meet
on Sunday evenings, Lisa and Soye pull up in Lisa’s car.
We carry in cushions, kettles for tea, cups and treats. On
our way downstairs we pass Bill, bell master for the
evening, setting up the meditation hall. Right then, Jindra
comes in with her arms full of pots and dishes and
flowers and song sheets. It's amazing and wonderful how
sangha works. Each person has something that is
exactly what is needed — a tablecloth, plates and tea
manifest. And then come nuts, oranges, cookies, a
coconut cake and sweet bean curd. A cup hits the floor
and shatters. No blame, just recognition of
|mpermanence and Iaughter' The party |s ready

Mltchell is sitting when | enter the hall. | place my
cushion on the mat and sit, listening to familiar voices in the hall — Elisabeth and Richard, Mary, Sankar,
Joseph, and Jeanine who has just given birth to a baby girl. The door clicks shut; Bill invites the bell three
times, three sounds of the bell, carrying me into myself, into sangha presence, into silence. The usual vihara
sounds are missing — no telephone or bare feet on the floor above, where the monks live, just deep silence. |
breathe in happiness to be sitting with this wonderful sangha that has been a true refuge for so many people
for 20 years. | breathe out gratitude for everyone who has sat in this meditation hall every Sunday night for so
many years. | open my eyes and feel the energy of the sangha — all of us sitting peacefully together, just sitting
and breathing, nothing else. | feel a deep sense of connection with everyone who has ever sat in this
meditation hall, with Thay and the worldwide sangha and with all buddhas and bodhisattvas throughout time
and space.

After sitting and walking meditation end, we bow to each other and to the Buddha, and Bill welcomes us.
Sitting in a big circle, we learn that Joann, who conceived of this special evening and who brought it to fruition,
is ill, so we send her gratitude and healing energy. Richard and Mitchell, who began this happy sangha 1,000
Sundays ago, explain how it all began...

#$ #
% " $ &
n 1 $II

| $ %
# g

$ (




25 Sangha Reflections

WMC Celebrates 20 Years Together on the Path

Regional tea ceremony opens a door for Richard Brad vy

“The WMC was born of two retreats given by [Thich Nhat
Hanh] in June 1989, one in Virginia, the other at Omega Institute
in New York. | attended the latter, where there were tea
ceremonies by region on the last afternoon. Our group from the
D.C. and Baltimore areas had a number of members who had
received the five precepts and wanted to organize a sangha on
returning home. We collected phone numbers from the group and
from the similar group that had attended the Virgina retreat. In
early July 1989, eight people (two from Baltimore) met at our
home in Takoma Park to meditate and recite the precepts. The
folks from Baltimore had met previously and told us that they had
decided to form their own group, which eventually ended. We, in
the D.C. area, started meeting biweekly, alternating between
homes and apartments of three of the members. One memorable
evening, we met in a high rise near the National Zoo and did
walking meditation on the roof as lightening flashed around the
perimeter of the city.

That September, Dorothy Marschak, who had driven with me
to Omega, returned from Plum Village, where she had spent the
summer. Dorothy told us that Thay Giac Thanh, a senior monk
she had met there, was a guest at the Viethamese Pure Land
temple on 16" Street. He was the only monk there who practiced
sitting meditation, and he invited us to join him. And so, our as-
yet-unnamed group of five or six people began sitting at the Giac
Hoang temple every Sunday evening. The evening format soon
evolved to be similar to what it is today. However, our dharma
sharings invariably featured a wonderful, but not easily
understood, teaching from Thay Giac Thanh.” ~ Richard Brady

Mitchell Ratner “thoroughly enjoys” Thay Giac Thanh
and nameless D.C. sitting group

“In the fall of 1990, we were asked by the Community of
Mindful Living to organize a retreat and a public lecture with Thay
in June 1991. Interestingly, the only real controversy in organizing
the retreat was about a name. At the time we were asked to
organize the event, the community didn't have a name or identity.
Some people, including me, felt that if we were going to be the
organizers of the retreat, the group needed a name. Others,
opposed to any sort of organizational structure, argued even
against the community having a name. But, as | remember, those
opposed to a name were peripheral members of the group who
were not involved in working on the retreat and were willing to
allow the naming to occur. So we got our name: the Washington
Mindfulness Community.” ~ Mitchell Ratner
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Dear sangha,

A year ago, the Practice Council began an initiativ e to
incorporate learning and mindful activities for chi Idren into
our Sunday evening community practice. The effort ¢ ame

from a desire expressed by families in our communit  y to
have a place to bring their children to learn about
Buddhism and grow up with a loving and supportive
community, just as we adults have enjoyed for so ma ny
years. In addition, people without children express ed an
interest in opportunities to spend more time with ¢ hildren,
teaching them and growing with them in the dharma.

We are happy to report that the result — “Friends &

Family Nights” — has been a joyful and fascinating E N o i
experience. We have held four quarterly “Friends & Family oL 0
Nights,” and we are planning four more over the nex t12 ocC ox /
months. As we have learned more about what works an d
what does not on these special evenings, we have fi ne- ) #
tuned the format and determined a structure that we # b
believe will be predictable and comfortable for att endees I # #
of future gatherings. ) H  +

“Friends & Family Night” starts at our usual 6:30 p .m. start o !
time with one silent 20-minute sitting meditation a nd one
silent 5-minute walking meditation. These meditatio n # " 0
periods are intended for people with plenty of expe rience + H +
being still and quiet, so it tends to appeal more t 0 adults 4
than to the youngsters. Thus, families with small ¢ hildren are
encouraged to join the gathering at 7 p.m., after t he silent meditation portion is complete.
SRR s . Activities for the remainder of the evening are int ended to
*x o T T : appeal to everyone, not just adults and not just ch ildren. This is
3 +* ¥ - : agoal we feel very strongly about and are continua lly working
0 0o / : to communicate to the community. If a “Friends & Fa mily
! " : Night” does not connect with people of all ages, it is not truly
g 0 : a community event. Our heartfelt desire is to use t hese
: gatherings to build sangha across all ages.
Il % #N Activities we have conducted in our first year incl ude
4 creating a large banner expressing what “sangha” me ans to
b " s us, listening to a story about gift-giving and rece iving, drawing
012/ *# ' N # g . . . .
: + pictures of things we are thankful for, contemplati ng a mindful
c# 1 . : )
: + word or phrase and sharing what it means to us, and learning
031// B | s : new songs. We are happy to report many adults were smiling
- . . just as much as the kids during these events,andw e hope
# / N | # | / future activities will continue to help us all expe rience the
: - ¢+ dharma with the wonder of a child.
042 11 - ## # # In peace and love,
. #"2 :
022 /1 # ! N Your WMC Practice Council:
i D 9 Mary Hillebrand, Jeanine Cogan,
: 5062 // # Susan Hadler and Steve Sidley
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