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Kankyo Tannier is a Buddhist nun of the Zen tradition. She lived for over fifteen years in a monastery in the French region of Alsace before moving to the heart of a nearby forest, where she lives in a little house in close contact with the trees and animals. She teaches meditation courses and writes a blog on everyday spirituality at www.dailyzen.fr.
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My dear disciples, over crowds, choose solitude. 


Over agitation, choose calm


Over clamour, choose silence.


The last words of the Buddha, 
quoted by Zen master Olivier Reigen Wang-Genh whilst teaching.




Introduction


A DIFFERENT KIND OF BOOK


Personal development books are often full of steps to follow that supposedly bring us serenity in the space of a few days. Besides the fact that it took the Buddha himself – something of an expert in his field – several years, I wasn’t convinced that such manuals, with their ‘ready-made’ solutions, were up to the task. I thought a different kind of book was needed. 


The theme of silence seemed to appear to me all by itself, as if there was a benevolent deity answering to the cry of despair from a desperate nun who could no longer stand the cacophony around her. Whichever way I looked, I saw a lack of calm and well-being in modern society, a world where our relentless activities have turned the volume right up to unbearable levels. With people increasingly plugged into their devices, headphones on to create a reassuring sonic cocoon, silence seemed to have been consigned to oblivion. So I wondered, how would it be if we all relearnt the art of silence, making it the defining practice of the 21st century? A new way of being, perhaps – a revolution! 


The approach that I have followed over the years, and that I am sharing with you in this book, has taught me to embrace silence and discover the immense power we all have hidden within ourselves. Through nothing more than heartfelt effort and repetition, you can choose to walk this same path, and I can reassure you that just behind the next hill is a stunning view … 


Imagine I am giving you the keys to a building – it is large and there are many doors, but you can choose to open some and leave others closed; it’s up to you. And later you can come back and explore some more, because by the end of the book you will have a whole bunch of keys at your disposal.


In my own reading I have often had to suppress the desire to respond with a resounding ‘Prove it!’ to all those zealous champions of a certain ‘miracle method’, whose lives all too rarely reflect this supposed wisdom, so I have alternated anecdotes drawn from real life with some little exercises. To avoid the wrath of the more sceptical amongst you, I have included plenty of examples and first-hand accounts … and without leaving out the failures, however ignominious! 


Here and there, this book also contains a few flights of lyricism, outpourings spontaneously inspired by my sense of wonder in the presence of nature or the beauty of my fellow beings. For the more rational souls amongst you, I leave it entirely up to you to skip merrily past these offending passages like mountain goats: the author will not hold it against you (and indeed will know nothing about it!). 


As you read through these pages – methodically or otherwise – you will find a number of practical exercises. Beware! Each one of these offers nothing less than the power to change your life! Because if I was going to write a book, devoting long sections to the benefits of certain practices and revealing large chunks of my personal life, I decided it might as well be worth the effort. So you open this book at your own peril. Profound changes lie in wait. A common theory in therapy is that many people prefer a disagreeable but familiar situation to something new but unpredictable. Does that sound like you? 


Whilst a part of your brain is carefully considering that question, let me tell you a little about these exercises. They have been designed to be easy to integrate into your day. No need to get up before dawn or free up hours of your schedule in order to include my suggested practices in your daily routine. Think more in terms of sprinkling little touches of awareness and concentration into your normal activities, like a subtle spice added to a dish. Try it and see: it can bring a new taste to your day, revealing some surprising flavours. 


Sometimes, of course, taking more time to do things, savouring periods of luxurious emptiness, can be even more beneficial. For those fortunate enough to have a little free time (count yourselves lucky in our hyperactive society!) we will talk about monastic or silent retreats in the home, lasting just one or several days. 


I hope that each of you will find in the following pages some ideas or exercises that suit you. Think of them as little nuggets you carry secretly in your pocket – a way of touching base with your rich inner world. 


AN APOLOGY FROM THE AUTHOR


A book about silence containing over 30,000 words. Quite a paradox, isn’t it? All these pages to describe the inexpressible when a Rembrandt painting or an Erik Satie piano piece would have said it all. And in fact, nothing could be simpler than inviting silence to life’s feast: a fraction of a second of attention, ears that wake up and start to listen, a bird flying across the sky … or anything else that is spontaneous enough to take us by surprise. 


But when it comes to painting or pirouetting my fingers across a piano keyboard, I have all the delicacy of a scrum half in the French rugby XV and the calm of a football coach on the touchline. So I have had to make do with the means at my disposal: words that emerge exuberantly as if by magic, skipping merrily right to left, up and down, back and forth, until they find their place on the page. Ideas, phrases and anecdotes have poured out one after the other, gradually stitching together the fabric of this book. I have been quite amazed to witness all this, asking myself this underlying question: where do all these words come from? What is this consciousness responsible for these words, this writing, this chatter? The mystery remains unsolved, but the result is the book you are holding in your hands, and whose tendency towards verbosity you will, I hope, excuse. 


MY FIRST STEPS ALONG THE ZEN PATH


But this story begins much longer ago …


I was raised in a Catholic family in the suburbs of Paris: an environment imbued with a brand of working-class Catholicism more interested in trade unionism than bible study. I learnt a lot from my upbringing, including what would later become the bedrock of my spirituality: mutual assistance, fraternity, living in harmony and … prayer. So the first wafts of incense I breathed in every Sunday at mass as a baby in my father’s arms probably contributed to my future monastic career just as much as the Buddhist writings I immersed myself in during my studies. Back then, ours was a richly vibrant, convivial parish, and I remember street parties with representatives of every continent and every skin colour. 


In my teenage years, however, I parted ways with Catholicism. I wasn’t satisfied with the answers I received on issues such as social justice, life after death, or even the more general ‘meaning of life’. But above all, I wanted to explore different continents. And Buddhism – which I came across in the Dalai Lama’s books – seemed to me to be a suitably distant land for a fresh start. This was the beginning of my adventure – I threw myself into Asian spirituality with undisguised enthusiasm. 


After graduating in public law, I dutifully started work as a journalist and singing teacher. But in parallel, I very soon found myself drawn towards Zen monasteries, attending retreats in different parts of France. The desire for spirituality was too intense for me to carry on leading an ‘ordinary’ life. Day after day, I felt as if I was guided by a force inside, inviting me – with a sly little grin – to change my life. So after five or six of these Buddhist retreats, my wandering came to an end in Alsace, at the Ryumonji Zen monastery, where Master Olivier Reigen Wang-Genh welcomed me warmly, and I discovered a motivated and dynamic team.


And there I stayed for sixteen years: sixteen years of intense monastic life and mind-blowing apprenticeship. I’ll tell you all about it in another book. But right now, let’s get back to silence …


THE VARIOUS HATS I WEAR IN LIFE


When people ask me what I do, I always want to reply: ‘Well, all kinds of things. I walk, I eat, I sleep, I look at the sky, I breathe, I stroke my cats, I meditate, I sing … What about you?’ But that isn’t what they want to hear. When talking to other people, everyone has to decide which hat they are wearing, so that they can be put into a nice little pigeonhole. I always think of it more as sticking a label to my forehead, and it seems we find people without a label disturbing. So to reassure those around me, I have adopted my own sticky labels that can be taken off and repositioned according to circumstances.


Most often, I wear the label that reads ‘Zen Buddhist nun’. It’s probably the one that has penetrated the deepest, ultimately coming to resemble more of a permanent tattoo than a temporary transfer. For the past fifteen years, this has been my noble occupation, although the word ‘nun’ is not entirely appropriate. Whilst it nicely captures the profoundly spiritual aspect of my life, it overlooks several things. In my Zen tradition, as in other Buddhist schools, we are allowed to marry (I have an extremely charming partner) and have children (I have chosen not to), whilst a great many of us carry on a professional activity outside of our monastic roles. So the word nun starts to sound a little behind the times, all the more so when you discover that I spend part of my time working on the internet. Besides my blog, I look after the social networks for the monastery and other Buddhist associations. A nun for the 21st century, if you like, with one foot in the ancient world and one very much in the modern one (which presents me with a very pleasing day-to-day challenge and calls for a good sense of balance!). 


Other activities have also developed over the years and occupy more and more of my time: welcoming new people to the monastery, teaching meditation, giving talks, holding interviews, writing magazine articles, discussing with colleagues, etc. As a result, my days are busy and very, very interesting! 


Sometimes, I wear the therapy label on my forehead. For several years, I have worked as a hypnotherapist, a branch of behavioural therapy that uses altered states of consciousness to bring about changes. It is used in a huge variety of areas: for depression, studying for exams, self-confidence, the treatment of phobias … The work fascinates me, and the knowledge I gain about people provides me with a wealth of material to feed into my Buddhist teachings. In the Zen tradition I follow, we work for a living for a few hours a week, because our spirituality is too recent for monks and nuns to receive financial support from a religious organisation in the way that the more traditional clergy do. And all the better for it! The fact that we have to experience the same difficulties as our fellow citizens around us – finding a job and earning some money – means that we are perhaps more in touch with everyday concerns in our discussions, talks and other teachings. 


At other times, I teach singing and public speaking, which was how I began my career back in 1998 – a subject I will return to later in the book. 


Finally, for the past two years, I have worked as a volunteer – looking after horses. A far cry from my other labels! Getting to know horses living semi-wild in their natural element has been such a learning experience that I won’t deny myself the pleasure of telling you about it at length. And yet, like a good city girl, my knowledge of the world of horses had previously been limited to ‘My Little Pony’ toys and betting shop posters … These days, I’m regularly to be found with my backside on a tractor seat, taking hay to the fields, or with my fingers in a horse’s mouth, checking the state of its teeth. I brush their coats, concoct ‘digestion and well-being’ mixtures to help them get through the winter, stroke them, scratch their itches, tickle them to their hearts’ content and, above all, spend hours in their company, studying … what else but silence? 


And now, here I am, a writer. If Victor Hugo will forgive such a bold claim! We should perhaps just move on … 


THE WRITING COMMITTEE


Numerous people and certain other contributors have played their part in writing this book. Lala, my feline princess, for example, who inspired me to take breaks by regularly stretching out lazily by my computer. Without her and her kindly suggestions, my back would be in shreds … Her elegant pacing from one side of the office to the other also provided me with yoga exercises for the eyes, allowing me to rest my pupils. 


Then there was the 93-year-old lady I met in the local tea room, who proclaimed in her magnificent Alsatian accent, ‘I read what you write in the evenings, before I go to sleep, with a magnifying glass. It does me good … Oh, yes … No doubt about it: it does me good.’ She restored my motivation when I started to flag.


There’s the winter sun shining through the window pane on a grey day and falling on to my desk, as if to say, ‘Come on, let’s go! Time for work!’ 


There’s the invisible bond with Sophie R., my first reader, who’s often in my thoughts. 


There are my friends, the wind, the birds, cafés, horses, social networks and, above all, the shelves full of books I’ve devoured since the age of five, when my wonderful granny taught me to read, comfortably ensconced on her lap. Without all those books, without those words that disappeared into the abysses of my little head, without these expressions that have happily emerged from the depths of my memory to be set down on these pages, the pages in question would have remained blank. And perhaps silent? 


Then there are the residents of the monastery who patiently watched me go from one place to another, from the forest to the refectory, from the horses to the dojo, a pen in my hand and my head full of ideas. For a while, I haven’t had much time for day-to-day practice, but have observed their commitment to the community from a distance, full of gratitude.


And then there is you, my soulmate and companion at my side all these years, and about whom I will say nothing. My silence envelops you, I Shin Den Shin1, and this book is dedicated to you. 


SOME OF MY PREFERRED PLACES TO WRITE


In order to produce this little spiritual manifesto, I have lugged my laptop to all kinds of places, in town and country.


To the Weiterswiller Zen monastery, for example, where I lived for over fifteen years. It’s a magical place in Alsace, in the Northern Vosges mountains, hidden away on the edge of a forest. I’m still a very frequent visitor, particularly in the winter, when my little cottage turns into an icebox. Last winter, with temperatures regularly dipping down towards -10°C, frozen pipes and an icy wind blowing through the wooden walls, I gave up on my hermit’s life to take refuge in the monastery and watch, safe and warm, as the wintry weather passed on by. In this environment, time has a very special quality. We’re connected to the world and current events thanks to the internet, but the monastery itself exudes a peaceful energy that invites us to slow down. The place is imbued with good, positive vibrations which, when combined with meditation morning and evening, allows the mind to find some calm at long last. 


And once a week, I would go to Strasbourg to write in the city’s watering holes: Le Michel (the famous brasserie frequented by student protesters back in the May ’68 uprising), La Solidarité, with its vast windows, and L’Atlantico (a bar on a barge with views over the river), as well as the Zen Buddhist Centre, our meditation space in the heart of the city. Stringing together sentences in a café, surrounded by students, cycle couriers and office workers, to a soundtrack of reggae or R&B, can be a real kick! Whilst the world rushes around, and time whizzes past faster than ever, in a little corner of the bar, a merry revolutionary (yours truly) discreetly settles into another space-time. She eats her lunch slowly, carefully observes the people around her, savours the atmosphere of the moment and – most importantly – takes her time. Allows herself the time to write, the time to listen to the space between two sentences, the time to smile at passers-by and the time to realise that noise can in fact be the best showcase for silence. The noisier the city, the more your inner silence reveals itself, in perfect symmetry. 


But nothing is simple in this earthly life, and the ‘rural’ sections were sometimes written in town and vice versa … 


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


Most of the subjects and exercises described in this book are illustrated with examples taken from real life. This is based on a simple principle: if someone has successfully tested something, the door is wide open for others to walk through. When I was studying hypnosis, we thoroughly explored the field of neuro-linguistic programming (NLP), which is a bit of a mouthful but simply refers to a sort of brain training. So I learnt how our cranium works, aside from the purely medical aspects and, most importantly, the correct way to direct it towards the goals we want to achieve. It’s amazingly effective! One of the principles of NLP is ‘modelling’. To achieve a goal, make progress in a given area or make changes to our lives, the creators of NLP simply suggest looking at people who have successfully achieved these goals … and imitating them! They dressed it up by calling the technique modelling, but we’re really only talking about learning by imitation. In French society, where revolutionary spirit and independent thinking are worn as something of a badge of honour, the idea of having a model or imitating someone doesn’t always go down too well, as if it were only for the weak-minded. ‘No god, no master’, by all means, but we still need something to admire.


So after my studies, I started modelling others with a vengeance. The minute someone did something interesting or showed a particular talent, I carefully studied their behaviour to capture the substance of their approach. Some of the people I spoke to must have grown sick of my questions. Take a certain nun by the name of Michèle, who would remain completely unflappable in the face of unkind remarks made by one of her colleagues. I invited her out for a cup of tea and grilled her about it at length. ‘How do you manage not to get annoyed?’, ‘What do you feel on an emotional level?’, ‘What do you think about yourself, or about that woman, when she’s nasty to you?’, ‘How do you put it out of your mind?’, etc. She showed great patience throughout this barrage of unexpected questions, and I was able to learn a huge amount by imitating her behaviour. 


That’s what I suggest you do with this book. When you find an example that speaks to you, imitate it! Model it, explore it, join the adventure! In doing so, you’ll discover new resources, new ways of seeing the world, that you, in turn, will be able to adapt and, most importantly, share.
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1


The virtue of silence


It’s 6pm in my little Alsace village. Night is falling, plunging the forest into a mellow twilight. A gentle breeze in the trees, the ringing of the bells of the Catholic church in the distance, followed by the echo from the bells of the Protestant church. The birds have fallen silent. A few rustles and the odd snapping sound betray the presence of wild animals. Around here, you often come across deer or wild boar, not to mention impressive numbers of birds of prey, crows and wandering cats. Dusk is calm, as if time were in suspense: winter is such a restful time for those able to hear it! 


Because this is what we’ll be talking about: relearning how to hear. To hear the silence, the space between words, the calm in the storm, and the passage of time. Relearning to appreciate things: the flavour of a moment, the aroma of a meal, the drift of the day and the warmth of the fire. Relearning how to feel: the touch of a hand, a beating heart, space opening out and time standing still … Quite an undertaking!


But to begin with, as in any study, we should define our frame of reference. Provided, of course, that our subject – silence – will play ball. Because it’s a slippery old customer that won’t willingly allow itself to be pigeonholed, however inviting a pigeonhole it might be. So we should have a go at pinning it down … let’s see what happens! 


AN ATTEMPT AT DEFINITION


This morning, I was trying to remember the most silent place I’d ever been in my life. It was undoubtedly in Morocco – a dune in the Sahara that I visited a few years ago. With a group of friends, I’d got up before dawn to watch the sun rise. No wind, no sound, and red sand dunes as far as the eye could see. Since time immemorial, hermits and other seekers of the absolute have taken refuge in deserts. That morning, I realised why. Sitting alone on the sand, there was nothing more to do. Everything was there, simply as it was, without past or future. No need to run around aimlessly trying to prove something, chasing illusory successes or trying to catch comets’ tails. Just take a deep breath and enjoy the moment’s calm. 
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