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A virtual retreat for real practice:

satipatthana in early Buddhist meditation with the Agama Research Group

DILA

©OYang Liyi 151§ (Agama Research Group)

n online retreat on satipatthana meditation

with Bhikkhu Analayo and Bhikkhunt
Dhammadinna tailored for Chinese-speakers
was hosted by the Agama Research Group
(ARG) from 30 July to 6 August 2022 over the
Zoom videoconferencing platform. The course
was held in English with Chinese translation
by Luke Gibson in which all materials were
bilingual. In addition to a dedicated webpage
providing practical information and an ongoing
email helpdesk, a virtual meditation hall and
daily Q&A webinar session with Bhikkhu
Analayo and Bhikkhuni Dhammadinna were
setup and maintained.

In the opening session, Bhikkhunt
Dhammadinna welcomed practitioners from
all backgrounds to deepen their theoretical
and practical understanding of mindfulness
(Pali sati, Sanskrit smrti, Chinese %, Tibetan
dran pa) from the historical-textual perspective
of the early Buddhist teachings. She gave an
overview of the practice based on Bhikkhu
Analayo’s comparative study of the three
existing versions of the ‘Discourse on the
Establishments of Mindfulness’ (Satipatthana-
sutta) preserved in Pali and Chinese, and
emphasized respect for diversity across
Buddhist traditions by embracing a textual-
historical approach to the development over
time of theories and practices of meditation.

With a wish to aid in the effort of attendees
and to better prepare them for the practice,
ARG has supplied self-study materials as
early as two months prior to the retreat to all
successful applicants. These contemplative
materials include a specially prepared Chinese
translation of Bhikkhu Analayo's book on
Satipatthana meditation, a practice guide, audio
files of guided meditation, and weekly thematic
emails related to the practice exercises.

Throughout the retreat, the virtual
meditation hall has Chinese-speaking
practitioners from various locations, open for
silent practice and mutual support 24 hours a
day. There were seven daily sessions of guided
meditation (so as to cover a range of different
time zones across the globe) during which
the number of attendees would exceed 200 at
certain group sitting — through the last day of
retreat. Most of the practitioners responded
positively to our request to turn on their
webcam, which enhanced a sense of intimate,
real-time group sitting in a protected and
caring environment.

Every evening (Taipei time), the venerables
answered live questions from the floor. Over
600 people attended the 90-minute Q& A
session on average, most of them situated
in Taiwan and Mainland China, along with
South East Asia, North America, Western
Europe, South America, and Australia. Pre-
recorded thematic video lectures for each of
the seven proposed practices — based on the
contemplations shared by all extant versions
of the ‘Discourse on the Establishments of
Mindfulness’ — would be released and screened
daily after the Q&A webinar, with subtitles
available in English, traditional and simplified
Chinese, Italian, Spanish, Portuguese and
Korean. These well-received arrangements
formed a more conducive and friendly virtual
learning environment.

This is the first online retreat organised by
friends of ARG for Chinese-speakers, and
the attendees’ engagement and diligence was
uplifting to all. David Chiou was the host and

Q&A Attendees by Country
M Taiwan M China us Malayasia B Hong Kong SAR
M Singapore M Canada M Australia M Brazil B Germany
M [taly UK M Thailand France Ireland
Korea Netherlands Switzerland W Argentina M Indonesia
B Macau B Malta B Myanmar B Spain Sri Lanka
Vietnam

A Global participants in the online retreat

A Bhikkhu Analayo and Bhikkhuni Dhammadinna answering

questions from the floor in the daily Q&A session
(translated by Luke Gibson)

leader of a team of 27 volunteers (including
translators, proofreaders, zoom hosting team,
etc.).

Prior to this event, the Chinese Buddhist
communities were not yet accustomed to the
online 7-day retreat format because there has
been no major long-term lock-down in either
Taiwan or China, unlike the situation in the
Western world. 1-day online Chan retreats
are being organized, as well as online online
sessions with both Chinese and Tibetan
masters, yet all 7-day retreats are either still
conducted on premise or cancelled due to the
constrictions related to the pandemic. Thus
the ARG satipatthana retreat with venerable
Analayo and venerable Dhammadinna seems
to be the first large 7-day online retreat to be
offered to Chinese practitioners. Hopefully
the online protocols that have been worked
out will be useful for other temples and
organizations in Taiwan/China. In fact, the
first online 7-day retreat was organized by
friends of ARG for Italian practitioners back
in April 2020, when a planned residential
retreat with Bhikkhu Analayo and Bhikkhunt
Dhammadinna had to be cancelled and quickly
converted to online format during the early
stage of the pandemic in Italy.

In view of the success of the initiative,

two more online Chinese retreats have been
scheduled: satipatthana with Bhikkhuni
Dhammadinna (based on venerable
Analayo’s teachings) 27 May to 3 June,
2023; mindfulness of breathing (anapanasati)
with Bhikkhu Analayo and Bhikkhunt
Dhammadinna.

Many found learning early Buddhist
mindfulness — based on an integration of
scholarly research and dedicated practice —
taught in one’s own mother tongue a blessing
and dream come true! Here is some feedback
from the participants.

1.“Not only is the practice simple and
direct but one is also able to observe the sense
of an I, desire or anger when one becomes
more familiar with the practice of open-
awareness. Bhikkhu Analayo handed us seven
keys of self-reliance, through which one
could overcome many hurdles on the path,
examine one’s conditions in everyday life and
challenging time, and ultimately transform
one’s mental predicament and attitude.” J. Q.
(China)

2.“l was afraid of death and letting
go, however, I am able to see how fear
transformed into reluctance, followed by the
arising a sense of urgency to live life fully
and joy (a type of joy filled with gratitude)
through this practice. I am very thankful to
the venerables and the
organizer.” A. Y. (Taiwan)

3.“I personally find it
perfectly coordinated and
organised in all aspects.
You have prepared us
so well by providing the
study reference, practice
guide and schedule in
advance. This allows me
to pick up the momentum
in advance. Not a single
day was wasted to adjust
myself during the retreat.

With the translation and the flow of the whole
retreat, including the SATI2022 page, has
made my BEST online retreat ever!” M. T.
(Malaysia)

4.“I suffered from spinal injury and had
great distaste in sitting meditation. Now that [
am able to observe painful feeling and not be
very much affected by it, I cannot express how
grateful I am! Thank you for showing me that
it was the five hindrances that had obscured
our insight, thank you!” S. T. (Taiwan)

5.“1 was able to overcome my anxiety
having to validate one’s progress in meditation,
e.g. by setting and reaching a certain
milestone. Because, Bhikkhu Analayo has
guided us in a gradual manner and conveyed
a motivating message that imperfections
count, therefore, it is okay for our practice
to be flawed, and whenever distraction and
pain arise, we contemplate them and stop
hitting ourself. In that way, the ‘quality of
mindfulness’ gradually comes to life.” CL. C.
(Taiwan)

6.“The fact that the venerables, translators,
and hosts have coordinated seamlessly from
USA, Italy, France, Taiwan and Malaysia
without any technical hiccups is astonishing
and moving! It cannot do without every detail
planning and execution behind the scene.”
WL. Z. (USA)

7.%T am moved by the advice that personal
transformation is more crucial than any
meditative experience and we were guided to
begin our meditation practice by formulating
our intention. As an altruistic motivation
stabilises and sustains the practice, although
I didn’t get to sit as much as the attendees
did being an organising member, I felt utterly
joyous when I am on duty. And when I get to
sit and meditate, [ was able to better appreciate
the openness, receptivity, gentleness, and
softness of mindfulness which in turn
energised my later duty. By letting go of the
self-centred ‘my meditation’ and arousing the
mind for the benefit of all, this is a training
that ‘opens one’s heart’.” XP. L. (USA)

8.“T am happy to be part of the translation
and retreat organising team. Through
translating and proofreading, there is a growing
understanding of early Buddhist meditation. I
am also grateful to be able to practice with so
many Chinese-speakers from different places
in the virtual meditation hall everyday. Seeing
everyone practising and asking questions
diligently, I am much motivated to put in more
effort in practice and to support similar events
in the future.” A. C. (Hong Kong)

I thank venerable Dhammadinna, David
Chiou, Wanchen Wu, Xiaoping Lin, Chienlin
Chen, Adam Chan and Anderson Chang for their

contribution to this article.

A Bhikkhu Analayo and BhikkhunT Dhammadinna meeting some of the translation and
retreat organising volunteers online




