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Editor's Letter

Dear Friends,

Now, as we approach one year since Thầy’s passing, our monasteries in America, Europe, and Asia thrive, offering retreats for families, teens, the young and old, where we learn to fall in love with Mother Earth, embrace and take care of climate anxiety, explore the intersection of science and meditation, cultivate creativity, and acknowledge and deepen our roots. We see that Thầy has become a cloud; Thầy as a cloud—as the rain, as the mountain, as the forest—smiles on the Sangha in its multifold manifestations and is happy to see it growing in its capacity to serve all living beings.

The Mindfulness Bell also continues, now in a new design initiated by Katie Eberle and beautifully crafted by Maureen Forys and Cody Gates, brought to digital form with the good work of Maarten Hunink. Heather Weightman has graciously accepted the role of The Mindfulness Bell’s managing editor and continues to bring together the elements that make this publication possible.

May your practice of stopping, coming back to the breath, and taking each step in peace help transform division and hatred into reconciliation and healing. 

With love and gratitude,
Brother Pháp Lưu
Advisor and Editor
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Ordained in 2003, Brother Pháp Lưu received Transmission of the Lamp from Thầy to teach in 2011. He helped start Wake Up, the Plum Village movement for young people, as well as the Happy Farm, Plum Village’s organic farming community, and has been working with Wake Up Schools since its inception in 2012 to bring mindfulness to schools. He has served as a monastic editor for a number of Thầy’s books, including Happy Teachers Change the World, Stepping Into Freedom, The Admonitions and Encouraging Words of Master Guishan, and How to Focus. Brother Pháp Lưu leads mindful backpacking retreats in nature around Deer Park Monastery in Escondido, California, USA; Joshua Tree National Park; the Sierra Nevada; and on the Appalachian Trail.






No Mud, No Lotus




Thích Nhất Hạnh on the intimate connection between suffering and happiness
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Suffering and happiness are not separate

When we suffer, we tend to think that suffering is all there is at that moment, and happiness belongs to some other time or place. People often ask, “Why do I have to suffer?” Thinking we should be able to have a life without any suffering is as deluded as thinking we should be able to have a left side without a right side. The same is true of thinking we have a life in which no happiness whatsoever is to be found. If the left says, “Right, you have to go away. I don’t want you. I only want the left”—that’s nonsense, because then the left would have to stop existing as well. If there’s no right, then there’s no left. Where there is no suffering, there can be no happiness either, and vice versa.

If we can learn to see and skillfully engage with both the presence of happiness and the presence of suffering, we will go in the direction of enjoying life more. Every day we go a little farther in that direction, and eventually we realize that suffering and happiness are not two separate things.


Some say that suffering is only an illusion or that to live wisely we have to “transcend” both suffering and joy. I say the opposite. 
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Cold air can be painful if you aren’t wearing enough warm clothes. But when you’re feeling overheated or you’re walking outside with proper clothing, the bracing sensation of cold air can be a source of feeling joy and aliveness. Suffering isn’t some kind of external, objective source of oppression and pain. There might be things that cause you to suffer, such as loud music or bright lights, which may bring other people joy. There are things that bring you joy that annoy other people. The rainy day that ruins your plans for a picnic is a boon for the farmer whose field is parched.

Happiness is possible right now, today—but happiness cannot be without suffering. Some people think that in order to be happy they must avoid all suffering, and so they are constantly vigilant, constantly worrying. They end up sacrificing all their spontaneity, freedom, and joy. This isn’t correct. If you can recognize and accept your pain without running away from it, you will discover that although pain is there, joy can also be there at the same time.

Some say that suffering is only an illusion or that to live wisely we have to “transcend” both suffering and joy. I say the opposite. The way to suffer well and be happy is to stay in touch with what is actually going on; in doing so, you will gain liberating insights into the true nature of suffering and of joy.

No mud, no lotus

Both suffering and happiness are of an organic nature, which means they are both transitory; they are always changing. The flower, when it wilts, becomes the compost. The compost can help grow a flower again. Happiness is also organic and impermanent by nature. It can become suffering, and suffering can become happiness again.

If you look deeply into a flower, you see that a flower is made only of non-flower elements. In that flower there is a cloud. Of course we know a cloud isn’t a flower, but without a cloud, a flower can’t be. If there’s no cloud, there’s no rain, and no flower can grow. You don’t have to be a dreamer to see a cloud floating in a flower. It’s really there. Sunlight is also there. Sunlight isn’t flower, but without sunlight no flower is possible.

If we continue to look deeply into the flower, we see many other things, like the earth and the minerals. Without them a flower cannot be. So it’s a fact that a flower is made only of non-flower elements. A flower can’t be by herself alone. A flower can only inter-be with everything else. You can’t remove the sunlight, the soil, or the cloud from the flower.
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In each of our Plum Village practice centers around the world, we have a lotus pond. Everyone knows we need to have mud for lotuses to grow. The mud doesn’t smell so good, but the lotus flower smells very good. If you don’t have mud, the lotus won’t manifest. You can’t grow lotus flowers on marble. Without mud, there can be no lotus.

It is possible of course to get stuck in the “mud” of life. It’s easy enough to notice mud all over you at times. The hardest thing to practice is not allowing yourself to be overwhelmed by despair. When you’re overwhelmed by despair, all you can see is suffering everywhere you look. You feel as if the worst thing is happening to you. But we must remember that suffering is a kind of mud that we need in order to generate joy and happiness. Without suffering, there’s no happiness. So we shouldn’t discriminate against the mud. We have to learn how to embrace and cradle our own suffering and the suffering of the world, with a lot of tenderness.

When I lived in Vietnam during the war, it was difficult to see our way through that dark and heavy mud. It seemed like the destruction would just go on and on forever. Every day people would ask me if I thought the war would end soon. It was very difficult to answer, because there was no end in sight. But I knew if I said, “I don’t know,” that would only water their seeds of despair. So when people asked me that question, I replied, “Everything is impermanent, even war. It will end some day.” Knowing that, we could continue to work for peace. And indeed the war did end. Now the former mortal enemies are busily trading and touring back and forth, and people throughout the world enjoy practicing our tradition’s teachings on mindfulness and peace.

If you know how to make good use of the mud, you can grow beautiful lotuses. If you know how to make good use of suffering, you can produce happiness. We do need some suffering to make happiness possible. And most of us have enough suffering inside and around us to be able to do that. We don’t have to create more.


“Everything is impermanent, even war. It will end some day.” Knowing that, we could continue to work for peace.
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Being present with strong emotions

When you look at a tree in a storm, if you focus your attention on the top of the tree, you’ll see the leaves and branches blowing wildly in the wind, and the tree will look so vulnerable, as though it could be broken at any time. But when you direct your attention down to the trunk of the tree, there’s not so much movement. You see the stability of the tree, and you see that the tree is deeply rooted in the soil and can withstand the storm. When we experience a strong emotion, the mind is agitated like the top of the tree. We have to bring our mind down to the trunk, to the abdomen, and focus all our attention on the rise and fall of the abdomen.

Breathing in, you notice the rising of your abdomen. Breathing out, notice the falling of your abdomen. Breathe deeply and focus your attention only on your in-breath and out-breath. If there is anything to be aware of, it’s that an emotion is only an emotion, and that you are much more than one emotion. You are body, feelings, perceptions, mental formations, and consciousness. The territory of your being is large. One emotion is very little. An emotion is something that comes and stays for a while and eventually goes away. If during the time of the emotion, you have that insight, that insight will save you. You don’t have to die just because of one emotion.

We shouldn’t wait until the strong emotion comes to begin learning. That may be too late; the emotion may carry you away. But you can learn now. Then, if the day after tomorrow you have a strong emotion, you’ll have confidence that you can handle the strong emotion. [image: CopyofPV-Logo_endmarkBW.png]

From No Mud, No Lotus by Thích Nhất Hạnh, published by Parallax Press.

Zen Master Thích Nhất Hạnh is one of the most revered and influential teachers in the world today. Born in Vietnam in 1926, he was a Zen Buddhist monk since the age of sixteen. Over seven decades of teaching, he published more than one hundred titles on meditation, mindfulness, and Engaged Buddhism, as well as poems, children’s stories, and commentaries on ancient Buddhist texts. After his exile from Vietnam in 1966, he was a pioneer in bringing Buddhism to the West, including founding the Plum Village tradition of meditation practice, which today has ten monasteries and dozens of practice centers in the United States, Asia, Australia, and Europe, as well as more than 1,500 local mindfulness practice communities. He built a thriving community of over seven hundred monks and nuns worldwide, who, together with his tens of thousands of lay students, apply his teachings on mindfulness, peacemaking, and community-building in schools, workplaces, prisons, politics, and businesses throughout the world. Our beloved teacher passed away peacefully on January 22, 2022, at Từ Hiếu Temple in Huế, Vietnam, at the age of ninety-five.






How to Be Engaged without Becoming Entangled




Dr. Larry Ward shares about caring for our traumatic experiences so we can fully arrive where we are needed.
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It is not easy to face the suffering in ourselves or in our world. Years ago, when our house was bombed by white supremacists, the first thing Peggy and I did after we cleaned things up, and got the insurance company involved, and the police, and started getting the house rebuilt, was to go straight to Plum Village. Now, why did we do this? I want to talk about why that was so important. One way to talk about it is, how can we be engaged without becoming entangled? 

The body remembers


I try to make sure I don’t have a day in which I am not amazed, stunned, shocked by beauty, by kindness, by the depth of an open heart.
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This, for me, is the fundamental challenge of a bodhisattva at this hour. I am speaking from my own experience, and my experience with beloved friends all over the planet. In the Huayan tradition that Thầy has talked so much about, the interpenetrating nature of reality means that when I go work in a village without water, my nervous system experiences living and working in a village without water and it retains the memory of thirst and deprivation. When I walk into a riot in which people are about to kill each other, afterward my nervous system still remembers the feeling of walking and wondering whether this is the last thing I am going to do, trying to get these people to stop fighting. My body remembers. And so because our bodies remember, our practice of mindfulness of the body must be elevated. We must practice the foundations, as I do every day, of walking and sleeping and breathing and eating and the joy that comes from just being present to the wonders of life. I try to make sure I don’t have a day in which I am not amazed, stunned, shocked by beauty, by kindness, by the depth of an open heart. Don’t let your life pass you by, waiting on everything to be perfect before you take your next step. Things will never be perfect. Don’t worry about that. Take your next step.

Sometimes I wake up and think of a book from long ago in which Theodore Roszak quotes a friend of his, a Trappist monk: “Everyone needs to be a monk today.” And he meant the lifestyle of monastic consciousness. A contemplative life, a quality of simplicity that allows us to recognize how we have been traumatized and to heal that trauma so we don’t leak it out onto the people around us. The circle flows. What I’ve learned in my life around the world, for which I am very grateful, is that I have to practice coming home to myself every day, all the time. If
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Touching trauma
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The Five Remembrances


		1.	I am of the nature to grow old. I cannot escape old age.

		2.	I am of the nature to get sick. I cannot escape sickness.

		3.	I am of the nature to die. I cannot escape death.

		4.	All that is dear to me and everyone I love are of the nature to change. There is no way to escape being separated from them.

		5.	I inherit the results of my actions of body, speech, and mind. My actions are my continuation.









Too many cows
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Arrive in equanimity
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