The adventure of my first 7-day Vipassana Retreat

By

Wolfgang Haas
My meditation teacher, Mrs. Traipitra Sarnsethsiri, asked me to report on the experiences in the Vipassana Meditation Retreat I attended between march 24 and 31, 1996 at Wat Srinagarindravararam in Gretzenbach/Switzerland. She believes that readers in Los Angeles would be interested in knowing about the meditation experiences of a person like me. I feel greatly honored to be given the opportunity to share my experiences with people so far away and I gladly do so. I will first give a short personal introduction and explain how my path led to Buddhist meditation, and then I will report the experiences of my 7-day Retreat day by day.

Let me introduce myself in order to give an understanding of my background. My name is Wolfgang Haas, I am 45 years old and Swiss. After quitting teachers college, I switched into a commercial education and started a business career. Eventually I became a director of finance and administration in a company selling diamond and other abrasive tools to the machinery and construction industry. As a teenager, I was attracted by the “hippie ideals” which first led me to eastern philosophies. Later on, I started to practice yoga; that’s where I had my first meditation experiences. I was searching to find the meaning of (my) life. During the years my path led me through many processes: I underwent 7-years of psychoanalysis, first with a male, then with a female analyst. I tried out different forms of bodywork, like different kind of massages, Rolfing, Alexander technique and Rebirthing. I took specialized communication courses in transaction analysis, person-centered talk therapy and different leadership trainings. I always had periods in which I did meditation or some kind of mental training. At the age of 37 I found my teacher, a spiritually and ethically highly gifted lady. With her, I first learned Autogenous Training, and ever since she has been guiding me on my path with her advice, with her meditation training, with her loving kindness and compassion. More and more I strongly felt that I wanted to work with human beings who needed help on their path of life, motivating me to pursue yet another educational path. Since 1992 I have been running a consultation office for bodywork, Kinesiology and talk therapy in order to help people holistically, i.e. on the levels of body, mind and soul or in Buddhist terms on the levels of body and mind.

How I got to Buddhist meditation

I was brought up as a Christian, but I left the church because I think that this kind of institution is obsolete in our times. Nevertheless I have deep religious feelings; my church now is in my heart and I need no names for it. The ultimate truth is the same everywhere. I have read books about Buddhism in general, about Tibetan and Zen-Buddhism in particular. I was looking for a possibility to practice Buddhist meditation and to deepen my own meditation. My teacher gave me the address of Wat Srinagarindravararam. After my first evening meditation there the abbot announced the arrival of Mrs. Traipitra Sarnsethsiri, a very competent and well known meditation teacher. Following his advice I signed on for a weekend retreat at end of February. While there, Traipitra emphasized from the beginning that a 7-day retreat would be much more effective. At first I thought that this would be out of the question for me. But, at the end of the weekend I had a very special experience. During walking meditation I had a moment of complete presence and clear awareness and I suddenly realized that I did not just walk back and forth in the meditation room but that I did walk on the path of my life. So I finally understood what Traipitra’s recommendation for the 7-day retreat meant. What impressed me most about Traipitra’s teaching was the fact that she concentrates on the ultimate truth only, not bothering with minor issues or conventional truth.

During the next few days I was considering if I should do the 7-day retreat or not, because at first this seemed a little bit frightening to me. Then I suddenly realized that this opportunity was like a door opening to personal growth, to enlightenment even. All I had to do was to open the door to accept the challenge. If not, I was bound to follow a mere detour. So I decided to open the door: I enrolled for the 7-day retreat which would be one of the most incisive experiences of my life.

Arrival day: The Beginning

On arriving at 7 pm I found a message telling me to start practicing. Some time after, Traipitra opened the Retreat by giving me some instructions; like 1) getting up in the morning the first day at 6 and then every day 30 minutes earlier until I reached 4 am as my wake up time, and 2) 10 hours meditation per day as a minimum.

1st day: Strong Intention

At the end of this day I noticed that my energy had already grown and become more intensive. After my report Traipitra explained to me that she felt my intention to be very strong, but a strong intention would not allow for the necessary relaxation.

She also told me about a student who was with her some days before. He could not continue after two days because he got bored and she expressed the hope that this would not happen to me. I took this as a warning preventing me from an unpleasant experience. Then she reminded me to be mindful also in the minor positions (eating, going to the toilet etc.).

2nd day: Daddy Said, Be Good!

This day was a very strenuous one. I tried hard to do it right, I wanted to be a good meditator. After lunch Traipitra encouraged me to relax. I tried hard again! But after a while I realized that I was following a very old pattern, a pattern I had taken over from my dad (which in reality is his pattern): “You have to be good (no other choice), if not you have failed”. So I finally was able to say “good bye” to that pattern which didn’t belong to me anymore. During the following walking I felt like a little baby doing his first steps; it felt softer, more peaceful. After meals I reported about my meditation and I received further instructions, encouragement, helpful advice and also teachings about Buddhism and Buddhist psychology.

3rd day: Cracking The Ego

A very difficult day. I encountered many hindrances (sensual desire, ill will, distraction and remorse, flurry and worry, anxiety), Mara, suffering! My whole body was aching and showed signs of flu with inflamed tonsils, slight fever and cold in the head. Traipitra confirmed my guess that this indicated the purifying process of the mind and that she did not know anything about my previous lives (!).

4th day: Don’t Worry — Be Happy

The turning point! The morning meditation still was rather strenuous. I realized that my flu symptoms (which slowly diminished) as well as my body aching all showed on the right side of my body. This made sense to me, because the right side is controlled by the left brain hemisphere and this is related to the rational, controlling, male qualities of the mind. After Traipitra encouraged me to let go of my control, things slowly changed. She told me to be soft and gentle, to treat my meditation like a baby; to keep in mind: “Handle with care, fragile, it’s breakable”. The first sitting meditation in the afternoon still was very painful but it seemed to be a little step toward letting go of the pain. Then during walking meditation something changed. I felt my whole feet touching the floor and my trembling legs calmed. Whenever my need to control came back (it felt like someone would grip at my muscles on the lower side of my spine), I would lay down until I felt relaxed again.

Before dinner I went out to take some fresh air and to eat some grapes. There I felt incredibly happy and fulfilled — I just wanted to embrace the whole world! That evening I told Traipitra, that the baby was starting to smile, shyly, but nevertheless, to smile.

5th day: Surrender

Again a difficult day. It was as though the hindrances showed up again but on a more subtle level. I realized that it was important to surrender, to really let go, to be ready to sacrifice the suffering! While walking I allowed myself to make mistakes in order to prevent tension. I succeeded in staying relaxed even when I made a mistake. During the following sitting meditation I felt very soft and tender. That evening I did not feel the same happiness as the day before but my energy was very strong and my inside very soft-as if I had been crying. Traipitra explained that this day should remind me not to get attached either to success or to failure.

6th day: Responsibility

This day’s walking meditation was a lot better. Sitting meditation, especially in the afternoon was difficult. My mind was running wild, producing pictures and thoughts like a Kaleidoscope. Indeed, I had to accept that the quality of my meditation was reflecting the state of my mind, and the state of my mind was the result of all the effects I had created myself. Knowing this I accepted the responsibility and therefore I continued with my meditation.

7th day: The Trap

On this day’s eve Traipitra gave me a hint in order to help me to let wisdom arise. She made me imagine myself being a card player having only one last card to play in order to win the game. This turned out to be a perfect trap for me-and I walked right into it. I felt under great stress during my meditation, because I wanted to win. Thus my desire to control won back its territory in the mind. I suffered terribly, I feared to fail, to disappoint my teacher, not to reach wisdom, never to reach enlightenment. Desire, desire, desire. I became so tense that I had to lay down in order to get over it. After a while I had a vision of a white butterfly gently touching my forehead and of an angel. These visions comforted me and encouraged me to again practice, relaxed and attentive. I completed the last day calm and peaceful, and also soft and slightly sad.

Back to daily life — recognitions

I am writing these lines 14 days after the retreat. The first nine days I could feel very clearly the effects of the meditation: a soft and calm feeling inside. Even now I can come back to that feeling as soon as I am mindful. I am sure that I changed during those seven days. The experience of this retreat gave a taste of mindfulness and this enables me to deepen my understanding of my clients and to share with them.

I have opened the door and I have made the first steps on a new part of my path. My deep gratitude belongs to Buddha for his teaching, to my teacher Lilian Zini who showed me the door, to Traipitra Sarnsethsiri who guided my meditation with loving kindness, compassion and great competence, to Phrasirivuddhimedi (Dr. Phramaha Thongsoon Rongthong), Abbot of Wat Srinagarindravararam in Gretzenbach/Switzerland who made this Retreat possible and to all the warmhearted people at Wat Srinagarindravararam. May they live long, be happy and free from suffering!

