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About the Book

In Peace of Mind, Zen Master Thich Nhat Hanh reminds us that integrating body and mind is the only way to feel truly alive in each moment. Combining ancient Buddhist wisdom and current scientific thinking, he offers concrete practices for how to relieve stress and cultivate joy. Peace of Mind provides a foundation for understanding the principles of mind-body awareness and introduces critical tools for sustaining authentic well-being.
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WHY DO WE care about bringing body and mind together? Can’t we just continue as we are? The way we’re carrying on is making many of us sick. We’re sick in our minds and in our bodies. Our planet is sick as well. Reuniting body and mind, which have become alienated from each other, reunites us with ourselves. Once we have come home to ourselves, we can be fully present for ourselves, fully present for others, and fully present for the planet.

If you are sad, anxious, or lonely, you may think you need to fix or change something in your mind. If your shoulders are tight, if your back aches, you may think you just need a doctor to help fix that area of your body. But the key to happiness is being fully integrated in body and mind. Much of our suffering comes from an unnecessary division of mind versus matter. We think that there’s something wrong with our minds or something wrong with our bodies, and that we need to fix or heal that one, separate thing. But it’s impossible to remove mind from body or body from mind. They are two manifestations of the same thing.

There are those who say that our mind is made of matter—the brain and the nervous system. That’s a materialist view. There is mind, consciousness, intelligence, knowledge in every cell of our bodies. Each cell is a living reality with its own knowledge, its own mind. If you take consciousness out of a cell, the cell will die. If you take consciousness away from our bodies, they will be lifeless.

When we look into the heart of a flower, we can see that the flower isn’t only matter; consciousness is present. When you plant a seed, it sprouts and becomes a plant. It’s alive. There is mind inside. We can’t even say that a speck of dust is only matter. Scientists have discovered that atoms and electrons are very intelligent; they’re both matter and mind.

When we go walking outside in nature, we know that the Earth is not only made of earth. The Earth is also water, air, and fire. If we were to remove the elements of water, air, and fire from our planet, it would no longer be the Earth. In the past we believed that the Earth was the center of the cosmos. Now we know that the Earth isn’t the center of the cosmos. In fact, anything and everything can be the center of the cosmos; a pebble, a squirrel, a piece of dust can be the center of the cosmos, because the one contains the all. This wisdom of nondiscrimination is the wisdom that doesn’t divide things in two. It’s sometimes called the wisdom of nonduality, advaita jñana.

There are scientists who are still caught in the idea that the mind is within us and that the world we study and observe is outside us. They believe that the subject of cognition is our mind and that its object is the world. As long as we follow this division between subject and object, mind and matter, we won’t be able to touch the true nature of things. We will feel alienated. When we reconnect with our own bodies, and with our relationship to the world around us, happiness becomes possible.

Bringing Body and Mind Together


Breathing in, I’m aware of my whole body.

Breathing out, I’m aware of my whole body.



As you breathe in, you can connect with your body. Bring your mind home to your body and remember that you have a body. Very often we’re carried far away by our thinking; we’re caught by sorrow and regret concerning the past, by fear and anxiety concerning the future, or by our emotions or projects in the present. Our mind is not with our body. We’re in a state of dispersion. Dispersion is the opposite of concentration. When you’re truly here and concentrated, you can get in touch deeply with the wonders that are inside you and all around you. The sun, the moon, the stars, the trees, the river, the hills, and your body are all wonders that become available to you when you become fully present.

 

Practice: Coming Home to Your Body

If we know how to breathe mindfully, every breath will bring us happiness. People with asthma know how to appreciate the happiness of being able to breathe normally, and they can savor each breath. If our lungs are healthy and our noses aren’t blocked, we can breathe easily. Not to enjoy that ease is like a wasted opportunity. With the practice of mindfulness, every breath brings happiness. Mindfulness can make every moment of our daily life peaceful, clear, and loving.

When we breathe in, we might breathe in such a way that joy is possible during the time of breathing in. The in-breath may last three or four seconds. If we know how to breathe in properly, we can generate the energy of joy just like that. When we breathe out, we can generate the energy of happiness for ourselves, as well as for others around us who benefit from our energy.

When we first begin to practice cultivating awareness, we give ourselves instructions in how to sit, breathe, and walk so that we can generate the energy of peace, happiness, and joy. Once we’ve received this teaching, we have to apply it in our daily lives. “Breathing in, I feel joy” is not autosuggestion or wishful thinking; it’s a practice.

Coming home to the body is a strong practice. There may be pain, disharmony, suffering, or a lack of peace in the body. That’s why we start by practicing mindfulness of the breath, so that we can recover ourselves and come home with strength and energy.

With the energy of mindful breathing, you come home to your body in order to make peace with it. By practicing mindful breathing, you generate harmony and solidity. Then you’re in a position to go home to your whole body, in order to help your body. It’s possible to continue mindful breathing while you embrace your body.


Breathing in, I’m aware of my whole body.

Breathing out, I recognize and embrace my whole body.



Your entire body becomes the object of your mindfulness. The subject of mindfulness is your mindful breathing. At first your breath is like an empty truck traveling along the highway, not transporting anything. But when you become aware of your breath and your body, your breath is like a truck that’s carrying merchandise. That merchandise is insight. Mindful breathing embraces the whole body. It’s very important to come home to your body, to recognize it, take care of it, and make peace with it.

The land of the present moment is available only in the here and the now. If you find yourself in the present moment, it means your mind and body are together. When you practice breathing in mindfully, you bring your mind home to your body and you find yourself in the land of the present moment. Mindfulness is the energy that helps the body and the mind come together. When body and mind are together, you are established in the present moment, in the kingdom, in the here and the now.

The opposite of mindfulness is forgetfulness. Our body may be there but our mind is somewhere else. Our mind may be caught in sorrow or regret concerning the past. Our mind may be caught in fear or uncertainty about the future. Or it may be caught in our anger or our projects. When we begin to breathe in mindfully, we can, in two or three seconds, bring our mind home to our body. Breathing in like that, mindfully, we release the past, we release the future, we release our projects, and we become free. That freedom allows us to get in touch with the wonders of life. It doesn’t take a long time. A few seconds will do.

We breathe in and bring our attention to our in-breath; we release everything and we get a lot of freedom. With that kind of freedom, we can make better decisions. Our thoughts and our decisions are not skewed by our anger, our fear, our sorrow, or our regret. There will be a variety of options we can choose from. Our perspective will have become broader. When you come home to the here and the now with the practice of mindful breathing or mindful walking, you can recognize the many conditions of happiness that are already available. Mindfulness helps you to recognize that there are more than enough conditions to be happy right here and now. When you are in touch with these conditions, joy and happiness are possible right away.
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THE PRACTICE OF harmonizing body and mind brings more peace, clarity, compassion, and courage into our daily lives. With these four qualities, we can have enough happiness to be able to help others.

People tend to think of happiness in terms of having plenty of fame, power, wealth, and sensual pleasures. But we know that craving these objects can bring a lot of suffering. So we need to have a very different understanding of happiness. If we cultivate peace in ourselves, then clarity, compassion, and courage will come.

If you don’t have compassion, you can’t be a happy person. A person without compassion is someone who’s utterly alone, who can’t truly get in touch with another living being. With enough compassion you have the courage to liberate yourself and help liberate other people. That’s true happiness, the kind of happiness that every one of us needs.

Peace

The first thing we need to do is to help our breathing become more peaceful and calm. With the intervention of mindfulness, our breath becomes more regular and harmonious. When we follow the course of our breath as we breathe in, our breathing naturally becomes deeper, slower, and more pleasant. We only need half a minute of mindful breathing to notice an improvement in the quality of our breathing. Our breath has become more peaceful and harmonious. This is the basis for bringing peace to our body, our feelings, our mind, and our perceptions.

Clarity

We often feel overwhelmed or confused. We don’t think clearly. Our speech and actions in such moments may create suffering for ourselves and for the people around us. When we have more peace in ourselves, we begin to see things more clearly. Without peace, clarity isn’t possible. Clarity helps remove wrong perceptions. When you have enough clarity, you see things as they really are, and what you do and say won’t create suffering for you or for other people. Seeing things more clearly, you begin to have compassion, and anger and jealousy fade away. You begin to have understanding, and you don’t want to blame or punish yourself or the other person anymore. You accept yourself as you are, you accept others as they are, and you look at yourself and others with the eyes of compassion.

Compassion

Compassion is the third quality we can cultivate through the practice. We are made of body and mind. Both body and mind are energy. We know now that matter is energy and energy is matter. Although we don’t perform any physical movements while sitting in meditation, our body can actively radiate the energy of peace and compassion. Our body isn’t just matter; it’s energy. Our mind is also energy.

There are wholesome and unwholesome energies. Mind energy can be powerful. The energy of hate, fear, anger, or despair can be very strong and destructive. While sitting or walking in awareness, we don’t generate these energies. Instead we generate the energies

Courage



Practice: Four Steps to Ending Alienation




Stopping and Calming the Body




















Being Aware of the Body















Calming the Mind
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