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I sat my first retreat (3 days long) 11 years ago and I remember the reactions 
my friends and colleagues had when I returned to work the next week: “Let me get 
this straight…you went off to Breitenbush, where there are lovely pools and 
beautiful hikes, and you voluntarily choose to sit still in a meditation hall?  For 3 
days? You even ATE in silence? What made you want to do this? Didn’t you go 
completely nuts not being able to talk?”  
 

Well, to be honest, it took an act of faith to get me to this first retreat.  I really 
wanted to learn meditation.  And yes, the pools were the draw that got me to look at 
the website where I found Robert’s January meditation retreat. I did encounter 
doubts about being there…doubts are an inevitable part of retreats for most of us. I 
wondered if there wasn’t something “more important” I should be doing back home.  
I thought about all the other things I could be doing.  In the moments where sitting 
was emotionally and physically painful, I wondered what purpose the practice was 
serving.  What was I going to get out of it?  Was the mind going to make me crazy by 
the end? But when I left that retreat, I knew why people did them.  And I knew I 
would be back.   
 

Historically, the tradition of going on retreat dates back to the Buddha’s time.  
Due to monsoon weather from July to October travel was difficult.  Monks/Bhikkhus 
suspended their wanderings and sat still in one place for what was termed “the 
Rains Retreat”.  According to Bhikkhu Ariyesako during this time “a bhikkhu had to 
make a formal determination to be resident at dawn every day in that place for the 
whole three month period.” 1   These months were a time devoted to study and 
meditation.  So began the tradition of suspending one’s habitual day-to-day 
activities and making a commitment to stay in one place, waking at dawn, and 
devoting time to practice and study of the Dharma.  
 

                                                         
1 The Bhikkhus’ Rules: A Guide for Laypeople.  Access at http://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/ariyesako/layguide.html 

“The way to do is to be” 

 -Lao Tzu 



 
 

Retreats have a definitive structure and this provides a safe container to go 
deeper in one’s practice.  Retreatants are encouraged to take the Five Precepts, 
which provides for safety in the community.  Noble silence is encouraged, allowing 
for more continuous internal focus.  Noble silence is an interesting concept.  
Introverts love it- no talking required!  Extroverts are a bit more challenged by it, 
but seem to gradually warm to the idea.  Noble silence wouldn’t be a challenge if we 
were practicing alone, but here we are with a bunch of beautiful, loving, like-minded 
individuals who might be so interesting to talk to!  Unfortunately, eye contact and 
talking tend to shift our focus away from our internal experience.  Some of us get so 
concerned about what is going on around us that we hardly ever turn inward.  Noble 
silence allows us the opportunity to go inward while in the presence of others.  I 
think it is safe to say that retreats might be the only place where this sort of thing is 
possible (without earning yourself a diagnosis!).  We get to exist in a community of 
seemingly separate selves who are all exploring their inner landscape.  How cool is 
that? 
 

The safety of the retreat environment and length of the retreat allows for 
deeper concentration and mindfulness to develop.  Most of us are only able to take 
fifteen minutes to one hour for practice each day, if we are lucky.  Having the 
opportunity to sit and walk mindfully for hours upon hours, day after day gives us a 
rare look at the arising and passing away of thoughts, bodily sensations, 
perceptions, moods and feelings.  We can start to fully see the liking and disliking 
that motivates our actions. 
 

When we choose to temporarily suspend our worldly lives - work, 
relationships, goals, responsibilities - we practice Right Effort in the form of 
Renunciation, giving up those activities the mind views as so crucial and important 
to the existence of our “selves.”  This is a huge act of letting go, as most of us are very 
attached to our to-do list, our interactions with others, and what we see as our life’s 
work.  On retreat, there are no TVs, phones, or iPads.  We are encouraged not to read 
or do those activities we habitually do at home.  We “renounce” these activities for a 
period of time to focus on our inner experience instead of focusing so much on the 
external world.  Greed and craving in the mind are revealed when we adhere to a 
practice structure of sitting and walking.  We can watch as the mind starts to seek 
after its old comforts: dessert, coffee, conversations with others, beer, eye contact, 
free time, sleep.  The mind is used to getting whatever it wants whenever it wants it.  
It doesn’t like to be told “no.”  The structure of a meditation retreat supports us in 
trying a different path, to say “no” sometimes and to experience for ourselves the 
freedom that arises from not giving in to every little wish or desire. 
 

The Buddha taught that “nothing in this world should be clung to as “I” or 
“mine.”  Our very concept of self erodes on retreat as we curtail our usual activities 
and begin to dis-identify with our roles, titles, and positions.  We are so much more 
than all of these and yet, we often don’t know that until we sit still and experience 
“just being.” 
 



 
 

Retreats are a source of inspiration for life at home. They are a gift that keeps 
on giving.  Having been on retreat, there is a knowing (through direct experience) 
what it is like to feel more peaceful, loving, and kind.  This is more than intellectual 
understanding.  It is a knowing about the peace that comes from living more in the 
present and being with “what is.”  The mind and emotions have their place but no 
longer run the show.  One can witness with a stronger mindfulness how our 
newfound relationship with thoughts and emotions gets challenged by worldly 
interests and objects of seemingly unending importance.   We can see more clearly 
the pull of desire and push of aversion.  We know that life can be better than what it 
has been and there arises renewed interest and intention to practice more ardently 
and with a greater sense of joy and purpose.   
 

In short, retreats are the ultimate experiment.  Like the Buddha encouraged, 
try it and see if it brings you more peace, happiness and joy.  I am betting it will! 
 


