
 

 

RE-TREAT YOURSELF 

Poppy Levin Interviews Eight Community Members 

 
Why might you go on retreat? Is it worth the time investment of being away from 
family, work, and responsibilities? What are the benefits, and how might it change your 
mindfulness practice? 
 
Below, eight dharma members answer these questions in detail, based on their 
experiences while on retreat. To preserve privacy, these members remain anonymous. 
 
THE BIG PICTURE 
 
Overall, most individuals reported similar benefits after hours of meditating and 
listening to dharma. These benefits included separation from unsatisfactory thoughts, 
heightened insight and awareness, and deeper clarity in their lives. Many also noted 
that the benefits of their retreat were long-lasting and not limited to the number of days 
physically spent on retreat. 
 
THE POWER OF NOBLE SILENCE 
 
On most of the retreats described, silence was observed as a practice. 
 
One woman described, “The opportunity of noble silence is amazing, because it’s not an 
opportunity you have in other environments. It’s such a wonderful cocoon.” She 
mentioned the awareness she reached in retreat is easier to tap into now, having had 
that experience. 
 
Another woman reflected on her nine-day retreat, “When silent, you become 
acquainted with people from their actions. You felt like you knew people without 
having had any conversation. I’ve become more conscientious with my listening. This 
practice makes us more adept at listening to others.” 
 
AWARENESS OF THOUGHTS 
 
The usual state of the mind is a chaotic collection of past and future thoughts, worries, 
comparisons, judgments, and more. 
 
One man described an awakening from this state during his three-day retreat.  
 
“I found that by day 3, I had a moment when I’d finished lunch and then was going out 
to the hot tubs to soak. I found myself doing this strategy where I was thinking, ‘if I get 



 

 

the food now, I’ll sit down before everyone else and get done and get in the tubs while 
they’re still empty.’ 
All of a sudden…the clarity of that type of planning… the degree that I was not in the 
moment right there... it was startling. To get to that level of clarity of thought operating 
in my mind was incredibly valuable,” he said. 
 
“Coming back, there was certainly a sense of clarity for three weeks afterward. 
Everything I was doing seemed so vibrant. The way I relate to day-to-day life has 
changed. It’s powerful, but subtle.” 
 
ACCEPTANCE AND SEPARATION OF PAINFUL THOUGHTS 
 
Another returnee had been to numerous retreats in the past. She explained her 
experience from the most recent nine-day retreat she attended.  
 
“Not too long ago I was widowed. I’m dealing with living life as a single person and 
that is such a huge thing. If I get into this, ‘oh, nobody’s waiting at home for me,’ these 
old thoughts I have... I can say, ‘ok, what’s happening right now?’ and stay in that 
moment. But even if I get that feeling of being lost or something, I can say, ‘Oh, that’s 
just a thought to me. I’m fine.’ And then it goes away. Comfort comes from realizing it’s 
just a thought. That in reality, I’m just sitting in a chair. I’m here and I make it through.” 
 
Another woman described a similar relief from suffering. Pre-retreat, she felt stuck in a 
deeply depressed state. She was unemployed, recently single, and in debt. She 
considered ending her life. Friends would tell her about 10-day vipassana retreats they 
attended and their miraculous life changes.  
 
“I gave myself three options: psychiatric drugs, vipassana, or suicide.” She chose 
vipassana. At the retreat, she felt solace knowing that her only job was to meditate. 
After some time there, however, she found herself crying for hours on end. Her 
instructor calmly guided her with the words, “Observe and don’t react.” After this 
advice and more sitting, she describes, “A miracle happened inside of me. I felt 
compassion. I felt incredible love. I wanted to preach vipassana to the world.” 
 
DEEPENING INTO DHARMA 
 
The dharma taken in on retreat often becomes part of our own perspective and 
experience for the first time.  
 
One man shared how a retreat can help in facing fear. 
 
 “One time a retreatant in the meditation hall was continuously falling asleep and 
snoring. I asked a teacher to talk to him and the teacher suggested I do so myself. This, 



 

 

of course, is reasonable, but it didn’t feel that way to me then. I was afraid and didn’t 
know how to approach him; at last when I did, he was grateful and kind and we 
resolved our trouble easily.  
 
“Later I was standing by a pond on the grounds and telling this experience to another 
teacher. He had a hand in the water as he listened to me and was watching some catfish 
nibbling on his fingers. I could see the fish were unnerving him, but I saw that he was 
smiling too. When I finished my story, he was silent then said, ‘I turn toward what I 
fear, reach out my hand and find beauty,’ which was exactly the experience I had just 
related.” 
 
A woman described having a profound awakening on her latest retreat due to long 
periods of meditation.  
 
“I’ve been to other retreats where we didn’t meditate as much. I kind of dreaded 
meditating that much. But [on this retreat], allowing myself to sit and just have that 
time, without doing anything else, to just notice the thoughts and let them go, notice the 
thoughts and let them go.” 
  
“I got something out of this retreat. Our leader kept saying, ‘These thoughts are just 
happening. They’re just coming.’ And that relieved me so much. All I have to do is sit 
with them.” 
 
AWARENESS OF BODY SENSATIONS, SEPARATION FROM PHYSICAL PAIN 
 
Imagine focusing on the area between your upper lip and nostrils. Now imagine 
meditating on this spot for three days. The focus you apply to the sensations in a 
specific part of the body reinforces the mind’s concentration and natural separation 
from other thoughts. 
 
One man described his experience in scanning the body. “During one body scan, you 
might feel an itch on your earlobe, during the next body scan, it disappeared. It was a 
reminder of impermanence.” 
 
“The effect of that was becoming viscerally aware to what’s actually authentic. It’s not 
created by filtering your experience. It’s so completely physical and the attention is so 
concentrated, that you’re only left with what’s really real. I think I learned from that 
retreat attentiveness to authenticity. [Now]I’m less inclined than ever to waste time on 
things that are inauthentic.” 
 
Another man injured his hip prior to his retreat, and experienced much pain while 
sitting in meditation. After some time sitting with it, he explained, “The pain itself had 
no meaning. I had the experience of that sensation and I watched that as it was 



 

 

happening.”  He reinforced, “Retreats are necessary for my practice to move forward, 
for me to understand and go deeper and deeper.” 
 
Based on the experience of our fellow practitioners and teachers, we know the mind’s 
focus is narrowed to the work required for our well-being and liberation while on 
retreat. Noble silence, meditation, the sangha and the dharma can all lead us to acquire 
more clarity, awareness, and calm. We can improve our relationships through better 
listening and presence, we can step away from chaotic thoughts, we can start to 
experience the dharma more deeply as it complements the wisdom we gain from 
meditation, and we start to naturally separate from emotional and physical pain. Our 
lives can change. 
 
A worthy investment? Only you can decide for yourself. 
 
 
A heartfelt thank you to all of the interviewees. 

 


