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Silence, like a diamond, is unbreakable 

~ Sunya, Catherine Collobert  

 

 

Nestling in the forest of Northern Ontario, the monastery of Ajahn Punnadhammo, Arrow 

River Forest Hermitage, is the perfect place for deep practice for many reasons, the most 

important being the daily presence and teaching of Ajahn Punnadhammo, to whom I 

express here my deep gratitude. I’d like also to express my heartfelt thanks to Sister 

Anuruddha, a dear kalyanamitta, on retreat with me at Arrow River. 

 

To stay in a kuti in a remote and wild place was quite intimidating. It was thus a great 

opportunity to watch and investigate that state of mind that we call fear. Not feeling safe to 

do walking meditation outside (on account chiefly of the presence of bears), I intended 

initially to practice in the kuti. However, not only the sun and its warmth call me, but also 

fear itself or rather the desire to understand it. I then decided to go out, and to watch the 

fear, which I did diligently, focusing on the various and rich bodily sensations, which that 

emotion produces.  

 

Needless to say, by making fear the sole focus of my practice for two weeks, I’ve learned a 

lot about that emotion, not only in seeing it as a conditioned process, but also in seeing its 

roots that lie in a biological programming, i.e., the survival instinct. On day three, 

something strange happened. The thought “this is dangerous” popped up, but did not trigger 

anything. I carefully watched the thought by repeating it: “this is dangerous,…, this is 

dangerous”. The thought was disconnected from the body: no bodily sensation, the feeling 

was neutral. It was because, I realised, there was no identification to the thought, therefore 

no ownership, therefore no attachment, which means that there was freedom.  

I then started to walk, and joy arose out of release, the momentary release of fear. From that 

time on, I was in the middle of the forest as though I was in my backyard.  

The numerous insights that came out of this experience were astonishing. It helps me 

understand the deep relationship between survival, sense of self, craving for substantiality, 

and fear. I saw the equation between fear and self, self and threat: no sense of self, no sense 

of threat, no fear. Threat is a thought that is conditioned and therefore not real. 

 

When we understand the deep conditioning of a thought, we uproot it, and when we uproot 

it, we see it as empty: we realise its emptiness. Hence there is the impression that the mind 

has the power to dissolve any mental phenomenon. It took me a while in my practice to 

realise that the dissolving is in fact merely the realisation of emptiness. That was exactly 

what happened when the thought “This is dangerous” came out. I realised that it was 

conditioned by the demand for survival. However, it is possible for us not to meet the 

demand. In other words, the possibility is open to us to be aware of the demand with no 

attachment to it. We could then dismiss it, let it go. The realisation of the demand as empty 

makes it literally disappear. In fact, we don’t have to let go, for the object goes away on its 

own when we realise its emptiness.  
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However, you may ask: What makes survival an empty demand? Well, it’s simple: the 

demand can never be met because we will never make what is not, that is, the self, to be, in 

other words, we will never transform a conditioned process fated to vanish, that is, what we 

truly are, into a permanent and lasting substance.  

 

However, this truth needs to be contemplated in all its diverse aspects, from all its various 

angles, that is, in all its richness and profundity, again and again in order to realise the 

emptiness of the demand, and therefore, not to be caught again in fear.1 Seeing an object as 

empty leads to deactivating its power (it has lost its juice so to speak). 

 

The realisation of the emptiness of the demand—demand that produces the craving for 

existence--is the end of fear. Fear turns out to be the other side of the same coin of craving. 

Fear and desire are the same phenomenon, but only seen and experienced from a different 

angle. The experience of the former alternates with that of the latter depending on 

circumstances. Yet one is always behind the other, even though we may not be aware of it. 

We crave existence because we fear being nothing. 

 

However, as Nagarjuna (a Buddhist philosopher from the 2nd century CE) rightly claims, 

this is exactly what we are: nothing, i.e., deprived of any sabhava (essence, intrinsic 

nature), thus echoing the words of the Buddha: “What essence, monks, could there be in 

feeling, in perception, in mental formations and in consciousness?” (SN 22.95) 

 

Many centuries later, another great figure from the Christian tradition Meister Eckhart 

shares the same view: “All creatures are pure nothingness; I do not mean that they are 

insignificant, that is, something, no I say that they are pure nothingness. What has no being 

is nothingness.” (Sermons).  

 

For the craving for existence to fade away, that is, for fear to vanish (notice the subtle 

attachment that there is to fear), we have to deeply realise that truth, which is the truth of 

impermanence and emptiness. In other words, we have to wake up from the dream of being, 

i.e., of substantiality. The way to supposedly satisfy the desire for substantiality is to 

manifest oneself in the world—supposedly, because it cannot be satisfied for the reason 

mentioned above. Notice that we always desire what we do not have, therefore, by 

definition, the object of desire is lacking.  

 

We have to lift up the veil of illusion, that is, the illusion of the permanent. Why this 

illusion? Well, because phenomena seem to repeat themselves (we wake up every morning, 

meet the same people, etc.). We are deluded by this alleged sameness and the repetition of 

it. When something ceases to repeat itself: we are astounded. How come?  

Well, because we make a false inference. From the seeming repetition of the same 

phenomena, we infer that living beings and things are permanent and solid, that is, have an 

underlying and enduring self. We then suffer when we notice that they are not, and that the 

                                                      
1 I am aware that many statements deserve to be elaborated, and could be the topic of a long 

length article. Please forgive the elliptical form. 
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enduring self is not really enduring. How come? Well, because there is no such thing as an 

enduring self. What is truly enduring is the illusion of it.  

Why this enduring illusion? To answer that question, we have first to answer the following: 

What is self or Who am I? In fact, the latter may lead us to an impasse, that is, back to the 

illusion of self; better to ask: What am I? The answer follows naturally from what has 

already been said: Fear and Desire.  

 

Why do they endure then? When we contemplate that question, we have to look at the 

alleged satisfaction of the desire to exist that we call pleasure, which we take in numerous 

objects—whether sensual or not, and see the conditioning of, and the attachment to it. 

Then, we may ask again: Why does pleasure make us feel exist? Let us notice that all that is 

is just a feeling: a feeling of pleasure and of existence. Just a feeling…From a feeling to a 

substance, i.e., to a self, there is a long way to go. In fact, an unbridgeable gap separates the 

two. Let us then observe what happens to the feeling of existence when an unpleasant 

feeling arises, and investigate the subtle causal relation between the latter and fear. Let us 

recall finally the promise of the Buddha, nibbana2, that is, selflessness, which amounts to 

the extinction of both fear and desire (same coin), that is, of suffering. For “desire is the 

source of suffering” (SN 42:11).  

 

Let us stop trying desperately to break the silence, and to fill emptiness. Let us thus 

exchange suffering for freedom. 

 

Somebody speaks, somebody hears, yet nothing is said, nothing is heard. Silence, like a 

diamond, is unbreakable. 

 

 

 

 

 

The OBS is grateful to Sunya for sharing these practice insights and reflections.  

                                                      
2 Extinction is the meaning of the Pali word nibbana. 


