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About the Author

Born in Hue, Vietnam, Thich Nhat Hanh is a Buddhist Zen Master, poet, scholar and human rights activist. In 1967, he was nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize by Martin Luther King. He founded the Van Hanh Buddhist University in Saigon, the School of Youth for Social Service and the Plum Village Buddhist community and meditation centre in France, where he lived for many years. He is the author of many acclaimed books including Peace is Every Step, Old Path White Clouds and Fear, which have sold millions of copies around the world. He lives at the Tù‚ Hiê´u Temple in Vietnam where he was first ordained when he was sixteen years old.
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Foreword

When The Miracle of Mindfulness was first published, Thich Nhat Hanh quietly sowed the seeds of a revolution. With this important book, he introduced the idea of mindfulness to the Western world, showing people how to use simple meditation practices to ground themselves in the present moment. Even everyday acts such as washing the dishes or eating a tangerine became acts of meditation with his guidance.

Today, mindfulness is a global phenomenon, yet Thich Nhat Hanh’s teachings remain as powerful and relevant as ever. His timeless anecdotes and practical wisdom continue to help thousands of people arrive at inner peace and self-knowledge, whatever their religious beliefs or personal circumstances. Celebrated around the world as a Zen master, a teacher of the art of mindful living, a writer and a vocal opponent of war – which led to his exile from his native Vietnam for four decades – Thich Nhat Hanh shows us how to pay attention; how to be grateful for each breath we take and to connect with the beauty that surrounds us wherever we are and whatever we are going through. This elegantly written book offers the key to unlocking miracles in our own lives through the practice of mindfulness, and has deservedly become a modern classic.

Mark Williams

Emeritus Professor of Clinical Psychology, University of Oxford




Translator’s Preface

The Miracle of Mindfulness was originally written in Vietnamese as a long letter to Brother Quang, a main staff member of the School of Youth for Social Service in South Vietnam in 1974. Its author, the Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh, had founded the School in the 1960s as an outgrowth of “engaged Buddhism.” It drew young people deeply committed to acting in a spirit of compassion. Upon graduation, the students used the training they received to respond to the needs of peasants caught in the turmoil of the war. They helped rebuild bombed villages, teach children, set up medical stations, and organize agricultural cooperatives.

The workers’ methods of reconciliation were often misunderstood in the atmosphere of fear and mistrust engendered by the war. They persistently refused to support either armed party and believed that both sides were but the reflection of one reality, and the true enemies were not people, but ideology, hatred, and ignorance. Their stance threatened those engaged in the conflict, and in the first years of the School, a series of attacks were carried out against the students. Several were kidnapped and murdered. As the war dragged on, even after the Paris Peace Accords were signed in 1973, it seemed at times impossible not to succumb to exhaustion and bitterness. Continuing to work in a spirit of love and understanding required great courage.

From exile in France, Thich Nhat Hanh wrote to Brother Quang to encourage the workers during this dark time. Thay Nhat Hanh (“Thay,” the form of address for Vietnamese monks, means “teacher”) wished to remind them of the essential discipline of following one’s breath to nourish and maintain calm mindfulness, even in the midst of the most difficult circumstances. Because Brother Quang and the students were his colleagues and friends, the spirit of this long letter that became The Miracle of Mindfulness is personal and direct. When Thay speaks here of village paths, he speaks of paths he had actually walked with Brother Quang. When he mentions the bright eyes of a young child, he mentions the name of Brother Quang’s own son.

I was living as an American volunteer with the Vietnamese Buddhist Peace Delegation in Paris when Thay was writing the letter. Thay headed the delegation, which served as an overseas liaison office for the peace and reconstruction efforts of the Vietnamese Buddhists, including the School of Youth for Social Service. I remember late evenings over tea, when Thay explained sections of the letter to delegation members and a few close friends. Quite naturally, we began to think of other people in other countries who might also benefit from the practices described in the book.

Thay had recently become acquainted with young Buddhists in Thailand who had been inspired by the witness of engaged Buddhism in Vietnam. They too wished to act in a spirit of awareness and reconciliation to help avert the armed conflict erupting in Thailand, and they wanted to know how to work without being overcome by anger and discouragement. Several of them spoke English, and we discussed translating Brother Quang’s letter. The idea of a translation took on a special poignancy when the confiscation of Buddhist publishing houses in Vietnam made the project of printing the letter as a small book in Vietnam impossible.

I happily accepted the task of translating the book into English. For nearly three years, I had been living with the Vietnamese Buddhist Peace Delegation, where day and night I was immersed in the lyrical sound of the Vietnamese language. Thay had been my “formal” Vietnamese teacher; we had slowly read through some of his earlier books, sentence by sentence. I had thus acquired a rather unusual vocabulary of Vietnamese Buddhist terms. Thay, of course, had been teaching me far more than language during those three years. His presence was a constant gentle reminder to return to one’s true self, to be awake by being mindful.

As I sat down to translate The Miracle of Mindfulness, I remembered the episodes during the past years that had nurtured my own practice of mindfulness. There was the time I was cooking furiously and could not find a spoon I’d set down amid a scattered pile of pans and ingredients. As I searched here and there, Thay entered the kitchen and smiled. He asked, “What is Mobi looking for?” Of course, I answered, “The spoon! I’m looking for a spoon!” Thay answered, again with a smile, “No, Mobi is looking for Mobi.”

Thay suggested I do the translation slowly and steadily, in order to maintain mindfulness. I translated only two pages a day. In the evenings, Thay and I went over those pages, changing and correcting words and sentences. Other friends provided editorial assistance. It is difficult to describe the actual experience of translating his words, but my awareness of the feel of pen and paper, awareness of the position of my body and of my breath enabled me to see most clearly the mindfulness with which Thay had written each word. As I watched my breath, I could see Brother Quang and the workers of the School of Youth for Social Service. More than that, I began to see that the words held the same personal and lively directness for any reader because they had been written in mindfulness and lovingly directed to real people. As I continued to translate, I could see an expanding community – the School’s workers, the young Thai Buddhists, and many other friends throughout the world.

When the translation was completed we typed it, and Thay printed a hundred copies on the tiny offset machine squeezed into the delegation’s bathroom. Mindfully addressing each copy to friends in many countries was a happy task for delegation members.

Since then, like ripples in a pond, The Miracle of Mindfulness has traveled far. It has been translated into several other languages and has been printed or distributed on every continent in the world. One of the joys of being the translator has been to hear from many people who have discovered the book. I once met someone in a bookstore who knew a student who had taken a copy to friends in the Soviet Union. And recently, I met a young Iraqi student in danger of being deported to his homeland, where he faces death for his refusal to fight in a war he believes cruel and senseless; he and his mother have both read The Miracle of Mindfulness and are practicing awareness of the breath. I have learned, too, that proceeds from the Portuguese edition are being used to assist poor children in Brazil. Prisoners, refugees, health-care workers, educators, and artists are among those whose lives have been touched by this little book. I often think of The Miracle of Mindfulness as something of a miracle itself, a vehicle that continues to connect lives throughout the world.

American Buddhists have been impressed by the natural and unique blending of Theravada and Mahayana traditions, characteristic of Vietnamese Buddhism, which the book expresses. As a book on the Buddhist path, The Miracle of Mindfulness is special because its clear and simple emphasis on basic practice enables any reader to begin a practice of his or her own immediately. Interest in the book, however, is not limited to Buddhists. It has found a home with people of many different religious traditions. One’s breath, after all, is hardly attached to any particular creed.

Those who enjoy this book will likely be interested in other books by Thich Nhat Hanh which have been translated into English. His books in Vietnamese, including short stories, novels, essays, historical treatises on Buddhism and poetry, number in the dozens. While several of his earlier books in English are no longer in print, more recent works available in translation include A Guide to Walking Meditation, Being Peace, and The Sun My Heart.

Denied permission to return to Vietnam, Thich Nhat Hanh spends most of the year living in Plum Village, a community he helped found in France. There, under the guidance of the same Brother Quang to whom The Miracle of Mindfulness was originally addressed years ago, community members tend hundreds of plum trees. Profits from the sales of their fruit are used to assist hungry children in Vietnam. In addition, Plum Village is open every summer to visitors from around the world who wish to spend a month of mindfulness and meditation. In recent years, Thich Nhat Hanh has also made annual visits to the United States and Canada to conduct week-long retreats organized by the Buddhist Peace Fellowship.

I would like to express special gratitude to Beacon Press for having the vision to print this new edition of The Miracle of Mindfulness. I hope that each new person whom it reaches will sense that the book is addressed as personally to him or her as it was to Brother Quang and the workers of the School of Youth for Social Service.

Mobi Ho, August 1987




Chronology





1926Thich Nhat Hanh is born on 11 October in Hue, central Vietnam.

1942Thich Nhat Hanh enters the Tu Hieu Temple Monastery and is ordained as a novice.

1949Thich Nhat Hanh is fully ordained as a Buddhist monk.

1952–4Together with his monastic blood brother Thich Thien Tan, Thich Nhat Hanh sets up the first Buddhist combined elementary and high school, Tue Uyen, in Dalat.

1954After a century of colonial rule by the French and years of war between the French and Ho Chi Minh’s Communist forces, the Geneva Peace Accords are signed, temporarily dividing Vietnam (with the border drawn just north of Hue). Tensions continue to mount between North and South.

1955Thich Nhat Hanh founds the Phuong Boi (Fragrant Palm Leaves) Meditation Center in the highlands of southern Vietnam.

1960Thich Nhat Hanh establishes the Buddhist Student Union in South Vietnam and the Young Monastic Movement, with the aim of revitalizing Buddhist teachings.

1961Thich Nhat Hanh studies Comparative Religion at Princeton University, NJ.

1962–3Thich Nhat Hanh lectures on Buddhist Psychology at Columbia University, NY.

1963Buddhist monks in South Vietnam self-immolate as a message to stop the violence, which includes raids on Buddhist temples by the South Vietnamese Government. Thich Nhat Hanh fasts in front of the United Nations Headquarters, requesting that the UN send a fact-finding committee to Vietnam, which they do.

1964Thich Nhat Hanh returns to Vietnam in January and founds Van Hanh Buddhist University in South Vietnam. He becomes Chief Editor of the national Buddhist weekly Hai Trieu Am (“Sound of the Rising Tide”) with a circulation of 50,000 copies per week. With Thich Thanh Tue and Thich Tu Man, Nguyen Thu Ha and Cao Ngoc Thanh, he founds La Boi Press. He also creates two pilot villages as part of establishing the School of Youth for Social Service (SYSS) on a nationwide basis. The School’s main aims are:


	To improve education, medical care, agriculture and handicraft artisanal work in peaceful areas.

	To bring relief to victims in war zones.



1965United States President Lyndon B. Johnson sends the first combat troops to Vietnam. On 1 June, Thich Nhat Hanh writes to Dr Martin Luther King, Jr, urging him to oppose the Vietnam War publicly, which Dr King eventually does. In September, Thich Nhat Hanh inaugurates the School of Youth for Social Service with its first 300 trainees; this grassroots relief organization goes on to train 3,000 assistant social workers and work with 10,000 young volunteers according to the Buddhist principles of non-violence and compassionate action.

1966The School of Youth for Social Service continues its work despite the harassment and murder of many members. In February, Thich Nhat Hanh founds the Order of Interbeing and in the same year publishes Lotus in a Sea of Fire: A Buddhist Proposal for Peace with a foreword by the Catholic Trappist monk Thomas Merton. He tours the United States with Alfred Hassler to raise awareness about the impact of the war on the Vietnamese people, meeting with influential leaders such as Secretary of Defense Robert MacNamara and Dr Martin Luther King, Jr, with whom he holds a press conference in Chicago to denounce the war, requesting an immediate ceasefire and the withdrawal of American troops. At a press conference in Washington, DC, he releases a Five-Point Peace Proposal, addressed to the US government. On the same day, he is declared a traitor by the regime in SouthVietnam, as well as on North Vietnam radio, and is exiled from his home country. He is received by His Holiness Pope Paul VI in Rome. The School of Youth for Social Service is denounced by the Dean of Van Hanh University, and Van Hanh University cuts off its legal ties with the SYSS.

1967Thich Nhat Hanh is nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize by Dr Martin Luther King, Jr, who writes to the committee: “I do not personally know of anyone more worthy of the Nobel Peace Prize than this gentle Buddhist monk from Vietnam. If we can realize his peaceful thoughts we can build a huge building of peace.” Thich Nhat Hanh travels around Europe, Asia, Australia and New Zealand, calling for peace. On 16 May 1967, Nhat Chi Mai, one of the six original Order of Interbeing members, immolates herself for peace.

1968Around the United States, hundreds of thousands of people protest against their government’s intervention in Vietnam. In late January, North Vietnam and the National Liberation Front launch coordinated attacks, known as the Tet Offensive, against the major southern cities.

1969Sister Chan Khong, another of the original six Order of Interbeing members, joins Thich Nhat Hanh in Paris to assist with the Buddhist Peace Delegation; she continues the work of Thich Nhat Hanh, travelling around the USA and France, Germany, Great Britain, Holland, Switzerland, Italy, Norway, Sweden and Finland, calling for peace and for aid for refugees and orphans of the Vietnam War.

1970Thich Nhat Hanh, Alfred Hassler, Sister Chan Khong and others from around the world initiate the Dai Dong (Great Togetherness) Project with a view to protecting the planet.

1972Thich Nhat Hanh and Sister Chan Khong persuade the Prime Minister of Sweden, Olof Palme, to support Buddhist humanitarian work in South Vietnam.

1973The Paris Peace Accords are signed, ending open hostilities between the United States and North Vietnam. Thich Nhat Hanh is refused re-entry into Vietnam.

1975Communist forces capture Saigon, ending the war. The Unified Buddhist Church of Vietnam is closed down. All humanitarian and cultural work in South Vietnam is banned and discontinued, including the School of Youth for Social Service. Hundreds of thousands of former officers of the South Republic Army are arrested, as well as any South Vietnamese writers and artists connected with the former regime. Thich Nhat Hanh founds Sweet Potato Hermitage outside Paris.

1976–7Thich Nhat Hanh plans an operation to rescue boat people in the Gulf of Siam, but hostility from the governments of Singapore and Malaysia make it impossible to continue. For the following five years he stays at Sweet Potato Hermitage, offering monthly weekend retreats and spending the rest of his time meditating, reading, writing, binding books and gardening, along with 11 of his close students, including Sister Chan Khong and Mobi Warren.

1982Thich Nhat Hanh founds the Plum Village meditation practice center in southwestern France, together with Le Nguyen Thieu family, Sister Chan Khong, Sister Thanh Minh, Nguyen Van An, Pham Thanh Nhan and Nguyen Van Don.

1985Thich Nhat Hanh and Arnie Kotler found Parallax Press.

1986Thich Nhat Hanh accepts his first monastic aspirant, Annabel Laity, a British scholar.

1988Thich Nhat Hanh ordains his first three monastic disciples, among them Sister Chan Khong and Sister Annabel Laity (Chan Duc).

1991Thich Nhat Hanh is awarded the Peace Abbey Courage of Conscience award.

1993Thich Nhat Hanh meets His Holiness the Dalai Lama at the World Parliament of Religions in Chicago, culminating in the declaration “Towards a Global Ethic: An Initial Declaration,” which is drafted by Father Hans Küng and recognizes the ethical precepts shared by the world’s religious traditions.

1996On Thich Nhat Hanh’s second visit to India, he meets K. R. Narayanan (then Vice President of India, soon to be President of India), as a result of which the Indian Parliament sets up an Ethics Committee.

1997Thich Nhat Hanh founds Green Mountain Dharma Center and Maple Forest Monastery in Vermont, USA. He leads mindfulness events in Israel and a half day of mindfulness practice at Fairmont Hotel, San Francisco at a gathering of world leaders organized by President Gorbachev.

1998Thich Nhat Hanh collaborates with Nobel Peace Prize laureates in their appeal to the United Nations, on behalf the children of the world, to declare 2000–2010 “The Decade for a Culture of
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