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Introduction 
A Path of Peace Forged in Fire

In 1967 when Vietnam: Lotus in a Sea of Fire was first published in English, Thich Nhat Hanh was a forty-one-year-old monk who was unknown to most English-speaking audiences. Today he is remembered affectionately as “Thay” (teacher), the senior Zen master of the Order of Interbeing, the founder of the international Plum Village community, and the spiritual teacher for hundreds of thousands across the world. He is far more than a monk within a particular school of Buddhism. Forged in the colonial fires of war in Vietnam, his teachings on the practice of peace have changed our culture at the deepest level. For turning the whole of his life toward cultivating peace in human hearts and bodies everywhere, Thich Nhat Hanh is felt by many around the world to have been a manifestation of an awakened Bodhisattva in our time. 

By the time this book was first released, its author had studied at a traditional Buddhist academy, the University of Saigon, Princeton Theological Seminary, Columbia University, and Union Theological Seminary. As Union and Columbia’s religious studies department automatically co-registered their students in the early 1960s, Thay was enrolled in and is an alumnus of both schools; hence the naming of Union’s Thich Nhat Hanh Program for Engaged Buddhism after him. In many cases, he was a lecturer alongside his studies. In addition to being fluent in Vietnamese, English, and French, he was already deeply familiar with the Buddhist languages of Classical Chinese, Sanskrit, and Pali. He had founded La Boi Publishing House, the Van Hanh Buddhist University in Saigon, and the School of Youth for Social Service, a corps of Buddhist peace workers who built and rebuilt clinics, schools, and villages throughout Vietnam. In an effort to change the response of the institution of Vietnamese Buddhism to the suffering of his country, he had founded the Order of Interbeing and coined the term Bouddhisme engagé, opening a new dharmic path for Buddhists of his country and the world. 

For those who have been introduced to Thay through his teachings on breath, mindfulness, and interbeing, the nuanced, unflinching historical and political analysis filling the pages of this book may feel unlike anything you have read from him. Here we have a savvy political and historical analyst who has intimately lived the colonial occupation of France and the United States. He witnessed firsthand the crushing violence all around him, helped guide the response of the Buddhist community and Vietnamese people, and eventually became the foremost advocate for a “third way” toward peaceful resolution of the war. 

As this is a book that addresses the history, context, and potential resolution of a war that ended nearly fifty years ago, we might believe it was written for another age. However, we would be grossly mistaken. In the original foreword, the Trappist monk Thomas Merton laments: “One of the great tragedies of our time is that in our desperate incapacity to cope with the complexities of our world, we oversimplify every issue and reduce it to a neat ideological formula.” Sadly, this tragedy has not lessened. The compassionate care of life that so requires the kind of analytical and practical nuance found in these pages is still often reductionistic or set aside for the sake of widespread greed and political expediency. To act compassionately in a confused and violent world, we must understand our shared suffering. To know this suffering, we must clarify its causes. 

This is a book that deeply considers polarized violence, detailing historical contexts and contemporary realities to find a way through entrenched political dualisms so a peaceful solution might put an end to the mass killing of life. Whether it be passionate disagreements over what is factual, entrenched political ideologies rooted in clashing moral visions, or the exploitative ebbs and flows of empire shrugged off as the necessities of realpolitik, we are caught in a world of antagonisms that take life every day and threaten the very ground of our human existence. As such, we desperately need the kind of example this book skillfully provides to better inform this moment.

This book carries deeply personal meaning for me in this regard. As a very young man, my father was a soldier in Vietnam. He suffered greatly during the war and that pain came home with him. It would not be an exaggeration to say the war in Vietnam was a silent member of our family, an impenetrable curtain surrounding many of the more confusing aspects of my childhood. As someone who became a Buddhist in early adulthood, I have found a personally healing path in Thay’s insistence on holding all those who suffered in this war in the heart of his teaching. In At Hell’s Gate: A Soldier’s Journey from War to Peace, I recall Claude Anshin Thomas’s powerful account of his time at Plum Village and how terrifying and transformative it was for him to be accepted with love by those in whose country he had been a helicopter gunner. The perspective Thay takes in this book Vietnam: Lotus in a Sea of Fire is a middle way amid a polarized war that excludes no life. It is the view that underpins the whole of his teaching, of his notion of sangha in the world, and of his hope for humanity’s future.

Let us turn to the subtitle of this book, Lotus in a Sea of Fire. For those not familiar with Mahayana imagery, a lotus in muddy water is often used to refer to the fact that liberation from suffering (nirvana) must occur within the everyday, human reality of suffering (samsara). Thich Nhat Hanh recontextualizes this lotus in the fires of war, napalm, bombed and burned villages, and the self-immolation of Venerable Thich Quang Duc, a respected Buddhist elder, a few blocks from the presidential palace in Saigon in 1963. 

However, fire has a much deeper meaning for Buddhists. In the “Fire Sermon,” the Buddha teaches that the whole of human life and experience is burning with the fire of greed, hatred, and delusion, which further gives rise to the fires of grief, pain, sorrow, and despair. Lotus in a Sea of Fire not only points to the material reality of burning lands, to ears trained by Buddhist scriptures it exposes the spiritual causes of those fires—our human greed, hatred, and delusion about what will bring us satisfaction in this world.

Thay opens this book with the self-immolation of Venerable Thich Quang Duc. He points out that despite how controversial and unacceptable it was to many Westerners, they paid little attention to Vietnam prior to this tragic moment. In the eyes of a woman Thay met on a plane, Thich Quang Duc’s choice was an act of “savagery, violence, and fanaticism, requiring a condition of mental unbalance.” Thay had known Thich Quang Duc personally and found him to be a “very kind and lucid person … calm and in full possession of his mental faculties when he burned himself”1 Might it be, then, that this was an act of a deeply spiritual and sane man, a realized person who was acting out of compassion to wake the world up to the vast suffering of his people? 


1  p. 2 of this book.


In a recent letter from the Thich Nhat Hanh Foundation, a short piece from Thay titled “Spring Thunder” included a reference to the sometimes shocking acts of Zen monks:

In Zen, sometimes a teacher will shout, or hit you, so you can wake up—they’ll do whatever it takes. The Zen master’s shout is like a crash of spring thunder. It wakes you up and, with the rains that follow, grasses and flowers will bloom. 

As with Thich Quang Duc’s self-immolation, many may criticize the methods of certain Zen masters as violent. Let me be clear, it is not my intention here to condone or not condone any of these actions. Rather, I would like to turn the moral discussion from these painful actions to the not hearing and not seeing prior to them. Our easy condemnation of shocking acts ignores the necessity of a moral interrogation into what is much more common—the far-ranging indifference from which we must be shaken by people willing to go to great lengths. Our easy condemnation of Thich Quang Duc’s self-immolation ignores the vital moral examination of our disinterest prior to that tragedy. Where was the outrage and love for the Vietnamese people before Thich Quang Duc?

While his heart is open to Quang-Duc’s decision, Thay is not in any way advocating such actions in this book. A compassionate heart that understands why such acts might feel necessary does not translate to supporting them as a strategy. Many of the people who found the act of self-immolation to be a horror may not have thought about—much less felt—the horrors of the war prior to that moment. This leaves we humans in the regrettably humbled position of confessing we ourselves often wait for such acts to wake up to violence in the world. In such instances, we are either living behind the walls of privilege where the burning world carries little relevance for us, or our senses over the years have simply dulled to the fire.

I believe if we are to understand his teachings fully, we can never lose sight of the historical reality that Thich Nhat Hanh’s teachings of interbeing and mindfulness were forged in the fires of his warring homeland. Thay’s opening this book with the story of Thich Quang Duc provides great insight into the work of his life. He recognized the Western world was unable to hear the war, to see the war. It took something as egregious as a burning to wake us up. Maybe it was Thay’s time traveling between Vietnam and the United States in the early 1960s that made it clear to him that if we are to stop war, we need to cultivate bodies that can see, hear, and feel harm and violence in our world. Since the war, Thay’s work has been to teach us how to hear with the whole of our bodies and being, to touch the world deeply so that human lives are loved and valued over wars. 

A Zen story comes to mind regarding the eyes and arms covering the body of Avalokiteshvara, the bodhisattva of compassion. Avalokiteshvara translates as the hearer of the cries of the world and the many arms and eyes covering the body represent an infinite capacity to feel and respond to suffering. In the story, a junior monk, Yunyan, claims that “All over the body are hands and eyes.” His senior, Daowu, corrects him, “Throughout the body are hands and eyes.” So we might see “hands and eyes” here as feeling (eyes) and responding to (hands) the world’s suffering. The eyes can also be prajna, or embodied wisdom, and the hands karuna, or compassionate activity. Ultimately not separate, prajna and karuna are often considered the two wings of the Mahayana school of Buddhism. What the senior monk is illuminating here is the no-self of compassionate activity. Bodhisattvas are not beings that feel suffering and act compassionately—“all over the body.” Rather, felt suffering and compassionate activity are the whole of being without separation of any kind—“throughout the body.” The distinction not only points to the necessary absence of a separate self for the realization of wisdom and compassion, but to the depth of our ability to feel suffering and respond appropriately. 

Thay’s life centered a great concern for this depth of feeling and response. If human bodies were not themselves peaceful, if they were not receptive, if they could not see, hear, and feel the suffering of the world, then peace would never be possible. We would simply continue our lives of privileged aloofness and dulled senses. Thay instead asked us to enjoy our breath deeply in every moment, feeling our entire bodies. When asked by one of his students how to respond to the ecological crisis, he replied, “What we most need to do is to hear within us the sound of the Earth crying.” He advocated calming and sensitizing our bodies so that we became peace and felt the suffering of all beings. He insisted that “We have to walk in a way that we only print peace and serenity on the Earth. Walk as if you are kissing the Earth with your feet.” Thich Nhat Hanh worked his entire life to create the deep conditions for peace by teaching the integration of serenity, compassion, and interbeing to his students, to cultivate bodies throughout which are infinite hands and eyes. 

Though he is known in his later years for his teachings of mindfulness and breath, he always understood the engaged aspect of compassionate transformation born of awakening presence. In the aforementioned essay “Spring Thunder,” Thay writes, “If you see the suffering of the world but haven’t changed your way of living yet, it means the awakening isn’t strong enough. You haven’t really woken up.” We must feel and we must change. Our actions are intertwined with the world and so they too must be transformed for all of human life to find peace. Hearing the cries of the world fully manifests as transformation, actualizing our realization in our dynamic care of the world. 

Nothing more clearly shows the deep integration of Thay’s work than the Five Mindfulness Trainings, which are the precepts of Plum Village, the community he founded in exile: 

The first training is to protect life, to decrease violence in oneself, in the family and in society. The second training is to practice social justice, generosity, not stealing and not exploiting other living beings. The third is the practice of responsible sexual behavior in order to protect individuals, couples, families and children. The fourth is the practice of deep listening and loving speech to restore communication and reconcile. The fifth is about mindful consumption, to help us not bring toxins and poisons into our body or mind.2


2  Plum Village Community of Engaged Buddhism. (n.d.). The Five Mindfulness Trainings. Plum Village. Retrieved March 8, 2022, from https://plumvillage.org/mindfulness-practice/the-5-mindfulness-trainings/.


Here lies the heart of practice for Thich Nhat Hanh’s engaged Buddhism. During his years surviving colonial, civil, and American conflicts in Vietnam, he challenged the orthodox Buddhist leadership to act, to renounce a customary remoteness and embrace this new Buddhist path, which for him grew out of the villages and the people who were finding their way through a homeland on fire. Thich Nhat Hanh celebrated one villager’s expression of engagement, “The Buddha no longer sits in the temple all the time. The Buddha goes out to the people.” 

Today Thay’s life challenges us to renounce our remoteness, to feel thoroughly, and to act appropriately to end violence and suffering. The efforts of the Vietnamese people to bring about peace in their country live through the mindful breaths Thay encouraged each of us to feel in every moment. For the human world to transform, we must deeply turn the soil of our bodies and minds so that peace is not a detached, quiet state, but a fearless, liberated activity. We honor the Vietnamese people and we honor Thay through the actualization of peaceful, compassionate responses to the suffering around us. 

The title of this book is no less relevant today. Our world is on fire, literally with the fires of ecological crisis and war, and spiritually with the exploitative, dehumanizing, extractivist practices rooted in our human greed. If we are to honor Thay’s life, we must come to our senses. We must wake up to our hearts. We must wake up to the cries of the Earth’s lived presence. We must change the way we live. The Earth is now the one who has set herself on fire in hopes we will feel her cries and change. Thankfully, Thay’s life and teachings have shown us a way to do this.

In January of 1963, while living in New York City and just before returning to Vietnam, Thich Nhat Hanh entered these words into his journal that would eventually be published as Fragrant Palm Leaves: 

Life waits patiently for true heroes. It is dangerous when those aspiring to be heroes cannot wait until they find themselves. When aspiring heroes have not found themselves, they are tempted to borrow the world’s weapons—money, fame, and power—to fight their battles. These weapons cannot protect the inner life of the hero. To cope with fears and insecurities, the premature hero has to stay busy all the time. The destructive capacity of nonstop busyness rivals nuclear weapons and is as addictive as opium. It empties the life of the spirit. False heroes find it easier to make war than deal with the emptiness in their own souls.

In the final analysis, Thay may have been asking us all to do the work of becoming true heroes. His heroism was that of a gentle, steadfast, and fearless engagement with the whole of the world, a practice that both embodied and ardently refused to lose sight of a humanity, presence, and peace that at base is common to us all. 

During the January writing of this very introduction, Venerable Thich Nhat Hanh died at Tu Hieu Pagoda in Vietnam, the Buddhist temple where he was ordained at age sixteen. He was ninety-five. He has left us a profound legacy of practice, transformation, peace, and love for all beings. We will miss his breath in the world and his feet on this Earth. But bestowed upon us is a great treasure, for his life has truly turned the dharma wheel for the sake of all beings. Now it is for our lives to do the same.

Kosen Gregory Snyder

Union Theological Seminary

January 26, 2022




Foreword 
by Thomas Merton to the 1967 First Edition

Thich Nhat Hanh is a Vietnamese scholar and a poet, a contemplative monk who has felt himself obliged to take an active part in his country’s effort to escape destruction in a vicious power struggle between capitalism and communism. While many of his countrymen are divided and find themselves, through choice or through compulsion, supporting the Saigon government and the Americans, or formally and explicitly committed to communism, Nhat Hanh speaks for the vast majority who know little of politics but who seek to preserve something of Vietnam’s traditional identity as an Asian and largely Buddhist culture. Above all, they want to live and see an end to a brutal and useless war. He speaks for his people and for a renewed and “engaged” Buddhism that has taken up the challenge of modern and Western civilization in its often disastrous impact upon the East.

This new Buddhism is not immersed in an eternal trance. Nor is it engaged in a fanatical self-glorifying quest for political power. It is not remote and withdrawn from the sufferings of ordinary men and their problems in a world of revolution. It seeks to help them solve these problems. But at the same time, it struggles to keep itself independent of massive pressures—whether American or Chinese or Russian—in order to assert certain claims which have never been clearly apprehended or understood in the West. These claims issue from a state of mind which is widespread all through Southeast Asia. To ignore this state of mind is fatal. It must be known and understood.

Thich Nhat Hanh has given us the first really clear and articulate expression of this peculiarly Asian viewpoint. His book is not a piece of inspired agitation but a reasonable, carefully documented, and authoritative exposition of historical and cultural evidence. From this book we may perhaps begin to understand why so many fantastic errors and confusions have so far characterized Western adventures in Southeast Asia. Westerners apparently have no idea whatever of the complexity of the social and cultural problems they are wrestling with in Asia. They are evidently entirely out of contact with the Vietnamese people themselves—dealing almost entirely with stooges who tell them what they themselves want to hear. As a result, in order to “destroy communism,” they destroy more non-Communist elements who are working for social reform and who offer some reasonable hope of an alternative to Communist revolution. This is true not only in Asia but also, and above all, in Latin America.

A dispassionate and objective reading of these pages will convince any sincere mind that we have too long been clinging to a comic-strip mythology about Asia. Our political and military activities in Asia are perhaps too often dictated by puerile fantasies. Fantasies of good guys and bad guys, clean-cut, clear-eyed Americans with appropriately subservient Asian friends, and sinister slant-eyed Asian Communists. Angels and devils, and no one in between. Anyone who likes us is an angel. The rest are devils.

But in reality, as this book shows, we are confronting the problems of several million very real people whom we have insisted on treating as if they were invisible because they are nothing like us and do not especially want to be like us. We are dealing with a society and a culture which, because we have no way on earth of understanding it, we have decided to ignore. These people have refused to stay invisible, and this culture is demanding respectful consideration in its unfamiliar, but by no means exotic, complications. They do not ask us the favor of transforming them into second-class Americans. They ask us to allow them to be themselves.

Buddhism is much less a matter of organized and institutional orthodoxy than a state of mind. Buddhism does not aim directly at theological salvation but at a total clarification of consciousness. It is not so much a way of worshipping as a way of being. Exterior cultural accretions are much less important than they may seem, and the Buddhist cultural awareness is endowed, as Nhat Hanh shows, with a mercury-like formlessness which evades the statistical eye of the Western scholar. The latter peers at Asian social realities through his refined instruments, and because he does not apprehend this elusive consciousness, he thinks there is nothing there at all. Or else he sees something obscure and frightening which, purely because it disturbs him, he decides must be “communism.” Thich Nhat Hanh makes it quite clear that he and his Buddhist associates are by no means Communists. They are struggling with the problems of communism in a courageously realistic way. And they are frustrated by the oversimplifications and stupidities with which we insist on driving them, whether they like it or not, into the arms of China.

The outspoken and shrewdly critical pages Thich Nhat Hanh devotes to the past history of Catholicism in Vietnam are, let us admit it, very important. Catholic conservatives are probably not going to like these pages. They will perhaps attempt to dismiss them as mere anti-Catholicism and hostile prejudice. l am perfectly prepared to sympathize with the sincere grief of these people, but I regret that I cannot agree with them. Thich Nhat Hanh is not hostile to Catholicism or to the church. Certainly, these pages make a Catholic squirm with embarrassment. They should do so. The Second Vatican Council has clearly admitted that there is no place left for empty triumphalism in the Catholic estimate of missionary history. Serious errors have been made, and they have brought great discredit on the Christian message. These errors were due not to the faith and to the Gospel, but to nationalistic and cultural prejudices, attachment to rigid organizational patterns, or obsession with institutional facades and political prestige.

The Council has implicitly or explicitly admitted such errors and has declared that they must never be repeated.

This book shows clearly that progressive Catholics in Vietnam are in full agreement with what the author himself says. The pages on Catholicism in Vietnam are severe but salutary. The mature Catholic conscience cannot afford to ignore them.

Doubtless there is another side to the complex historical question, and scholars can in due time restore the balance if it needs to be restored. But for the present, it is imperative to recognize that this is what thousands of people in Vietnam actually feel about Christianity. Here we have a forthright statement of their case against it, together with a willing admission that this view is now being radically altered, due to the example of progressive Catholics in Vietnam today. Hence, there is in fact a very real hope of constructive collaboration between Catholics and Buddhists in a peaceful Vietnam—if such a thing ever becomes possible.

Speaking however of “progressive” Catholicism, let us not be naive. For all his authoritarianism, we must not forget that Ngo Dinh Diem was profoundly influenced by a French Catholic thinker who was far more radical than many progressives are even today: Emmanuel Mounier. This book takes account of Diem’s progressive intentions but shows how they were frustrated by corruption and stupidity. It is not enough to read leftist magazines and absorb the fashionable ideologies of advanced intellectuals accepted as leaders in France! That is why this book is not proposing a new ideological system but rather appealing to a respect for common fundamental human values as the only obvious realities upon which we can base sincere efforts for peace and reconstruction. We
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