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The Four Aspects of Love

ACCORDING TO BUDDHISM, THERE ARE four elements of true love.

The first is maitri, which can be translated as loving-kindness or
benevolence. Loving-kindness is not only the desire to make someone happy,
to bring joy to a beloved person; it is the ability to bring joy and happiness to
the person you love, because even if your intention is to love this person, your
love might make him or her suffer.

Training is needed in order to love properly; and to be able to give
happiness and joy, you must practice deep looking directed toward the person
you love. Because if you do not understand this person, you cannot love
properly. Understanding is the essence of love. If you cannot understand, you
cannot love. That is the message of the Buddha. If a husband, for example,
does not understand his wife’s deepest troubles, her deepest aspirations, if he
does not understand her suffering, he will not be able to love her in the right
way. Without understanding, love is an impossible thing.

What must we do in order to understand a person? We must have time; we
must practice looking deeply into this person. We must be there, attentive; we
must observe, we must look deeply. And the fruit of this looking deeply is
called understanding. Love is a true thing if it is made up of a substance
called understanding.

The second element of true love is compassion, karuna. This is not only the
desire to ease the pain of another person, but the ability to do so. You must
practice deep looking in order to gain a good understanding of the nature of
the suffering of this person, in order to be able to help him or her to change.
Knowledge and understanding are always at the root of the practice. The
practice of understanding is the practice of meditation. To meditate is to look
deeply into the heart of things.

The third element of true love is joy, mudita. If there is no joy in love, it is
not true love. If you are suffering all the time, if you cry all the time, and if
you make the person you love cry, this is not really love—it is even the
opposite. If there is no joy in your love, you can be sure that it is not true love.

The fourth element is upeksha, equanimity or freedom. In true love, you
attain freedom. When you love, you bring freedom to the person you love. If
the opposite is true, it is not true love. You must love in such a way that the



person you love feels free, not only outside but also inside. “Dear one, do you
have enough space in your heart and all around you?” This is an intelligent
question for testing out whether your love is something real.



Love Is Being There

To LOVE, IN THE CONTEXT OF BUDDHISM, IS above all to be there. But being

there is not an easy thing. Some training is necessary, some practice. If you
are not there, how can you love? Being there is very much an art, the art of
meditation, because meditating is bringing your true presence to the here and
now. The question that arises is: Do you have time to love?

I know a boy of twelve whose father asked him one day: “Son, what would
you like for your birthday present?” The boy did not know how to answer his
father, who was a very rich man, able to buy anything for his son. But the boy
did not want anything except his father’s presence. Because the role the father
played kept him very busy, he did not have time to devote to his wife and
children. Being rich is an obstacle to loving. When you are rich, you want to
continue to be rich, and so you end up devoting all your time, all your energy
in your daily life, to staying rich. If this father were to understand what true
love is, he would do whatever is necessary to find time for his son and his
wife.

The most precious gift you can give to the one you love is your true
presence. What must we do to really be there? Those who have practiced
Buddhist meditation know that meditating is above all being present: to
yourself, to those you love, to life.

So I would propose a very simple practice to you, the practice of mindful
breathing: “Breathing—I know that I am breathing in; breathing—I know that
I am breathing out.” If you do that with a little concentration, then you will be
able to really be there, because in our daily life our mind and our body are
rarely together. Our body might be there, but our mind is somewhere else.
Maybe you are lost in regrets about the past, maybe in worries about the
future, or else you are preoccupied with your plans, with anger or with
jealousy. And so your mind is not really there with your body.

Between the mind and the body, there is something that can serve as a
bridge. The moment you begin to practice mindful breathing, your body and
your mind begin to come together with one another. It takes only ten to
twenty seconds to accomplish this miracle called oneness of body and mind.
With mindful breathing, you can bring body and mind together in the present
moment, and every one of us can do it, even a child.



The Buddha left us an absolutely essential text, the Anapanasati Sutta, or
Discourse on the Practice of Mindful Breathing. If you really want to practice
Buddhist meditation, you must study this text.

If the father I was talking about had known that, he would have begun to
breathe in and breathe out mindfully, and then one or two minutes later, he
would have approached his son, he would have looked at him with a smile,
and he would have said this: “My dear, I am here for you.” This is the greatest
gift you can give to someone you love.

In Buddhism we talk about mantras. A mantra is a magic formula that, once
it is uttered, can entirely change a situation, our mind, our body, or a person.
But this magic formula must be spoken in a state of concentration, that is to
say, a state in which body and mind are absolutely in a state of unity. What
you say then, in this state of being, becomes a mantra.

So I am going to present to you a very effective mantra, not in Sanskrit or
Tibetan, but in English: “Dear one, I am here for you.” Perhaps this evening
you will try for a few minutes to practice mindful breathing in order to bring
your body and mind together. You will approach the person you love and with
this mindfulness, with this concentration, you will look into his or her eyes,
and you will begin to utter this formula: “Dear one, I am really here for you.”
You must say that with your body and with your mind at the same time, and
then you will see the transformation.

Do you have enough time to love? Can you make sure that in your
everyday life you have a little time to love? We do not have much time
together; we are too busy. In the morning while eating breakfast, we do not
look at the person we love, we do not have enough time for it. We eat very
quickly while thinking about other things, and sometimes we even hold a
newspaper that hides the face of the person we love. In the evening when we
come home, we are too tired to be able to look at the person we love.

We must bring about a revolution in our way of living our everyday lives,
because our happiness, our lives, are within ourselves.



Recognizing the Presence of the Other

I wouLD NOW LIKE TO PRESENT A SECOND mantra to you. When you are really

there, you have the ability to recognize the presence of the other. To be there
is the first step, and recognizing the presence of the other is the second step.
To love is to recognize; to be loved is to be recognized by the other. If you
love someone and you continue to ignore his or her presence, this is not true
love. Perhaps your intention is not to ignore this person, but the way you act,
look, and speak does not manifest the desire to recognize the presence of the
other. When we are loved, we wish the other to recognize our presence, and
this is a very important practice. You must do whatever is necessary to be able
to do this: recognize the presence of the person you love several times each
day.

To attain this goal, it is also necessary to practice oneness of body and
mind. Practice an inbreath and an outbreath three times, five times, seven
times; then you approach this person, you look at him or her mindfully, with a
smile, and you begin to say the second mantra: “Dear one, I know that you are
here, and it makes me very happy.” If you practice in this way, with a lot of
concentration and mindfulness, you will see that this person will open
immediately, like a flower blossoming. To be loved is to be recognized, and
you can do that several times a day. It is not difficult at all, and it is a true
meditation.

Whatever you do mindfully is meditation. When you touch a flower, you
can touch it with your fingers, but better yet, you can touch it mindfully, with
your full awareness. “Breathing in—I know that the flower is there; breathing
out—I smile at the flower.” While you are practicing in this way, you are
really there and at the same time, the flower is really there. If you are not
really there, nothing is there. The sunset is something marvelous and so is the
full moon, but since you are not really there, the sunset is not for you. From
time to time, I let myself look at the full moon; I take a deep breath in and a
deep breath out, and I practice: “I know you are there, and I am very glad
about it.” I practice that with the full moon, with the cherry blossoms ... We
are surrounded by miracles, but we have to recognize them; otherwise there is
no life.

The Buddha told us this: “The past is no longer there, the future is not here
yet; there is only one moment in which life is available and that is the present



moment.” To meditate is to bring body and mind back to the present moment
so that you do not miss your appointment with life.

Albert Camus wrote a novel, The Stranger, in which his character,
Meursault, is condemned to death. Three days before his execution, he is able
for the first time in his life to touch the blue sky. He is in his cell, he is
looking at the ceiling. He discovers a square of blue sky appearing through
the skylight. Strangely enough, a man forty years of age is able to see the blue
sky for the first time. Of course, he had looked at the stars and the blue sky
more than once before, but this time it was for real. We might not know how
to touch the blue sky in such a profound way. The moment of awareness
Camus describes is mindfulness: Suddenly you are able to touch life.

In Buddhism, the energy that helps us to touch life deeply is called smrti,
the energy of mindfulness. Everyone possesses a seed (bija) of this energy. If
we practice mindful breathing, we can generate this energy.

When you breathe in, you recognize at that moment that this is an inbreath;
when you breathe out, you are aware of the fact that this is an outbreath.
Recognizing what is there in the present moment is attention. That is the
energy of mindfulness. So then, with this mantra, you are going to practice
recognizing the presence of the person you love: “Dear one, I know that you
are there and it makes me very happy.”

This is real meditation. In this particular meditation, all at once there is
love, compassion, joy, and freedom—the four constituents of the true love of
which the Buddha speaks.



Being There When Someone Is Suffering

Tt THIRD MANTRA 1S USED IN CIRCUMSTANCES in which the person you love is

suffering. When you are living mindfully, you know what is happening in
your situation in the present moment. Therefore it is easy for you to notice
when the person you love is suffering. At such a time you go to him or her,
with your body and mind unified, with concentration, and you utter the third
mantra: “Dear one, I know that you are suffering, that is why I am here for
you.” Because when we are suffering, we have a strong need for the presence
of the person we love. If we are suffering and the man or woman we love
ignores us, then we suffer more. So what we can do—right away—is to
manifest our true presence to the beloved person and say the mantra with all
our mindfulness: “Dear one, I know that you are suffering, that is why I am
here for you.” Even before you actually do something to help, the person you
love is relieved. Your presence is a miracle, your understanding of his or her
pain is a miracle, and you are able to offer this aspect of your love
immediately.

Really try to be there, for yourself, for life, for the people that you love.
Recognize the presence of those who live in the same place as you and try to
be there when one of them is suffering, because your presence is so precious
for this person. In this way you will be practicing love twenty-four hours a
day.



Overcoming Pride

THE FOURTH MANTRA 1S MORE DIFFICULT to practice. It has to do with a

situation in which you are suffering yourself and you think that your suffering
has been created by the person you love most in the world. If it had been
someone else who had said that to you or done that to you, without a doubt
you would be suffering less. But in this case, it is the person I love most in the
world who said that to me, who did that to me, and I am suffering more. I am
deeply hurt by the fact that my suffering was caused by the person I love the
most. I feel like going to my room, closing the door, staying by myself, and
crying. I refuse to go to him or her to ask for help. So now it is pride that is
the obstacle.

According to the teaching of the Buddha, in true love there is no place for
pride. If you are suffering, every time you are suffering you must go to the
person in question and ask for his or her help. That is true love. Do not let
pride keep you apart. If you think your love for this person is true love, you
must overcome your pride; you must always go to him or her. That is why I
have invented this mantra for you. Practice so as to bring about oneness of
your body and mind before going to the person to say the fourth mantra:
“Dear one, I am suffering, please help.” This is very simple, but very hard to
do.

I would like to tell you a story from my country. A young man went off to
war, leaving his pregnant wife behind. Two years later, he was able to return
home, and the young woman went with their young son to meet her husband.
They cried together out of joy. In Vietnam, in our tradition, when an event of
this kind takes place, it has to be announced to the ancestors. So the young
father asked his wife to go to the market to buy the things that are needed for
the offering that is placed on the altar to the ancestors. Such an altar is found
in every house. Each morning we burn a stick of incense to our ancestors on
this altar, and in this way we make a connection with them. Burning this
incense, adorning the altar with photographs of our ancestors, and dusting the
shrine off are very important gestures. These are moments in which we come
in contact with our ancestors. There are people living in the world who are
completely uprooted because they do not practice such a turning toward their
ancestors.

So the young wife went off to the market. During this time, the young



father was trying to convince his child to call him Daddy. The little boy
refused: “Mister, you’re not my daddy. My daddy is somebody else. He visits
us every night and my mommy talks to him every night, and very often she
cries with him. And every time my mommy sits down, he sits down too.
Every time she lies down, he lies down too.” After he heard these words, the
young father’s happiness entirely evaporated. His heart turned into a block of
ice. He felt hurt, deeply humiliated, and that is why, when his wife came
home, he would no longer look at her or speak a word to her. He ignored her.
The woman herself began to suffer; she felt humiliated, hurt. When the
offering was placed on the altar, the young father burned the incense, recited
the prayers to the ancestors, and did the four traditional prostrations. Then he
picked the mat up instead of leaving it there for his wife so she could do the
four prostrations in her turn. In his mind he thought that she was not qualified
to present herself before the ancestors, and she was humiliated by this.

After the ceremony, he didn’t stay at the house to eat but went to the village
and spent the day in a bar. He tried to forget his suffering by drinking alcohol,
and he did not come back to the house until very late at night. The following
day, it was the same thing, and this went on for several days in a row. The
young woman could not take it anymore. Her suffering was so great that in
the end she threw herself in the river and drowned.

When the young father heard this news, he returned to the house, and that
night he was the one who went to get the lamp and lit it. Suddenly the child
cried out: “Mister, Mister, it’s my daddy, he’s come back!” And he pointed to
the shadow of his father on the wall. “You know, Mister, my father comes
every night. Mommy talks to him and sometimes she cries; and every time
she sits down my daddy sits down too.” In reality, this woman had been alone
in the house too much and every night she had talked to her shadow: “My
dear one, you are so far away from me. How can I raise my child all by
myself? ... You must come back home soon.” She would cry, and of course
every time she sat down, the shadow would also sit down. Now the husband’s
false perception was no longer there, but it was too late—his wife was already
dead.

A misperception is something that can destroy an entire family. The
Buddha told us a number of times that we are subject to misperceptions in our
everyday life. Therefore we have to pay close attention to our perceptions.
There are people who hang on to their misperceptions for ten or twenty years,
and during this time they continue to suffer and make other people suffer.

Why did the young father not want to talk this thing over with his wife?
Because pride got in between them. If he had asked his wife: “Who is this
person who came every night? Our child told me about him. I am suffering so



much, my darling, you have to help me. Explain to me who this person is.” If
he had done that, his wife would have had a chance to explain, and the drama
could have been avoided. However, it was not only his fault, but that of his
young wife as well. She could have come to him and asked him the reason for
his change in attitude: “Husband, why don’t you look at me anymore, why
don’t you talk to me? Have I done something awful that I deserve such
treatment? I am suffering so much, dear husband, you have to help me.”

She did not do this, and I do not want you to make the same mistake in
your everyday life. We are subject to misperceptions every day, so we have to
pay attention. Every time you think it is somebody else who is causing the
suffering, you must remember this story. You must always check things out
by going to the person in question and asking for his or her help: “Dear one, I
am suffering so much, help me please.”



Deep Listening

Y 0U HAVE RECEIVED THE TRANSMISSION of the four mantras for the practice of

true love. You know that it is not difficult to practice these mantras. You
should learn them by heart, and you must have the courage, the wisdom, and
the joy to practice them.

But if the situation has already become extremely difficult, what can you
do? What can you do if love has already caused too much suffering between
the two of you? For appearances, you behave so that others will think that you
two are still living together and that you still find joy in living together, but in
reality there is no more joy, there is no more happiness, there isn’t even
communication anymore. You have lost the capacity to listen and to speak.
Communication has become difficult, in fact impossible. What can you do in
a situation like this? The two of you have been living together and making
each other suffer.

According to Buddhism, we are dealing with samyojana, the lump of
suffering within us that is translated as an “internal formation.” When you say
something that makes another person suffer, that person develops an “internal
formation.” If that person is trained in Buddhism, he or she will know how to
untie that knot. If not, he will let it remain there in the depths of his
consciousness. If you are a person who practices mindfulness, you will be
aware that a knot has been formed in the person you love and you will know
how to untie it.

Every day we say or do things that might leave behind “internal
formations™ in the person we love. Following that, then the suffering and pain
can grow, and the person we love turns into something like a bomb that might
explode at any moment. A few words are all it takes to trigger anger in this
person, who you are afraid to approach and who you are afraid to talk to
because he or she has become a bomb loaded with too much suffering. When
you try to get away from him or her, this person thinks that you do so out of
contempt and their suffering increases. You also have become a bomb,
because you have lost the ability to speak the language of peace, of
understanding. You have lost the ability to listen, and so all communication
has become impossible.

In Buddhism we talk about a bodhisattva called Avalokiteshvara, the one
who has the ability to listen and to understand the suffering of others. If we



evoke his name, it is in order to learn to listen.

In everyday life, deep listening, attentive listening, is a meditation. If you
know the practice of mindful breathing, if you wish to maintain calm and
living compassion within you, then deep listening will be possible.

Through the practice of walking meditation, through sitting meditation,
through mindful breathing, we can cultivate calm, we can cultivate awareness,
and we can cultivate compassion—and that way we will be able to sit there
and listen to the other. The other suffers as long as he is in need of someone to
listen to him; and you—you are the person who can do it. If someone has to
have recourse to a psychotherapist, it is because no one in his house can
listen. A psychotherapist should be able to sit there and really listen, but I
know therapists who have suffered too much and do not truly have the ability
to listen to their clients.

So if we love someone, we should train in being able to listen. By listening
with calm and understanding, we can ease the suffering of another person. An
hour spent in this way can already relieve a great deal of another person’s
pain. In Plum Village, our practice place, deep listening is a very important
practice. Every week we get together once or twice to practice listening
deeply to each other. As we listen, we do not say anything; we breathe deeply
and we open our hearts in order to really listen to one another. One hour of
this kind of listening is very effective, and it is something very precious that
can be offered to the person you love.



Learning to Speak with Love Again

A\ SSOCIATED WITH THE PRACTICE of deep listening is the practice of loving

speech. We must learn to speak with love again. This is a thing that can be
done in a practice community where brothers and sisters practice loving
speech every day.

There are pacifists who can write protest letters of great condemnation but
who are incapable of writing a love letter. You have to write in such a way
that the other person is receptive toward reading; you have to speak in such a
way that the other person is receptive toward listening. If you do not, it is not
worth the trouble to write or to speak. To write in such a way is to practice
meditation.

I remember a young American who came to us to practice. One day he was
asked to write a letter to his mother, which was easy for him. On the other
hand, it was impossible for him to write a letter to his father. His father had
died, but he still suffered every time he thought of him. Just the idea of
picking up a pen to write to his father already caused him a great deal of
suffering.

I proposed the following practice to him. For one week he practiced
mindful breathing, saying to himself, “Breathing in—I see myself as a child
of five.” When one is a little boy of five, one is very fragile and vulnerable.
As he was breathing in, he saw himself as the object of his own compassion.
During the second week, he meditated on his father: “Breathing in—I see my
dad as a little child of five; breathing out—I smile at the little boy who was
my dad.”

For a whole week, the young American practiced very faithfully and very
enthusiastically. He put a photo of his father on the table and every time he
walked into the room and looked at it, he practiced mindful breathing. He had
never imagined that his father could have been a child of five. Suddenly the
young man acknowledged the presence of his father as a little boy. It was the
first time that he realized that his father had suffered as a little boy, and
suddenly he felt compassion. Finally one evening he found it possible to write
a first letter to his father. That transformed him completely, and now he has
peace in his heart.

Meditation is the practice of looking deeply into the nature of your



suffering and your joy. Through the energy of mindfulness, through
concentration, looking deeply into the nature of our suffering makes it
possible for us to see the deep causes of that suffering. If you can keep
mindfulness and concentration alive, then looking deeply will reveal to you
the true nature of your pain. And freedom will arise as a result of your
sustaining a deep vision into the nature of your pain. Solidity, freedom, calm,
and joy are the fruits of meditation.



Restoring Peace within Yourself

Durine ThE DAY, if you practice walking meditation, each step brings you

back to the present moment; each step enables you to touch what is beautiful,
what is true. And in this way, after a few weeks of practice, joy will become
something possible, you will be able to undo many knots within yourself, and
you will be able to transform negative energies into joy and peace. The
Buddha said this: “The object of your practice should first of all be yourself.
Your love for the other, your ability to love another person, depends on your
ability to love yourself.” If you are not able to take care of yourself, if you are
not able to accept yourself, how could you accept another person and how
could you love him or her? So it is necessary to come back to yourself in
order to be able to achieve the transformation.

Each of us is a king who reigns over a very vast territory that has five
rivers. The first river is our body, which we do not know well enough. The
second is the river of sensations. Each sensation is a drop of water in this
river. There are pleasant sensations, others that are unpleasant, and neutral
sensations. To meditate is to sit down on the bank of the river of sensations
and identify each sensation as it arises. The third is the river of perceptions,
which it is necessary to observe. You must look deeply into their nature in
order to understand. The fourth is the river of mental formations, of which
there are fifty-one.! And finally, the fifth is the river of consciousness.

Our territory is really very vast, but we are not responsible kings or queens.
We always try to dodge away and we do not keep up a real surveillance of our
territory. We have the feeling that there are immense conflicts there, too much
suffering, too much pain—that is the reason we are very hesitant to get back
to our territory. Our daily practice consists in running away. If we have a
moment free, we will make use of it to watch television or read a magazine
article so we will not have to go back to our territory. We are afraid of the
suffering that is inside us, afraid of war and conflicts.

The practice of mindfulness, the practice of meditation, consists of coming
back to ourselves in order to restore peace and harmony. The energy with
which we can do this is the energy of mindfulness. Mindfulness is a kind of
energy that carries with it concentration, understanding, and love. If we come
back to ourselves to restore peace and harmony, then helping another person
will be a much easier thing.



Caring for yourself, reestablishing peace in yourself, is the basic condition
for helping someone else. So that the other can stop being a bomb, a source of
pain for ourselves and others, you really have to help him to defuse the bomb.
To be able to provide help, we have to have a little calm, a little joy, a little
compassion in ourselves. This is what we get from mindfulness in everyday
life, because mindfulness is not something that is only done in a meditation
hall; it is also done in the kitchen, in the garden, when we are on the
telephone, when we are driving a car, when we are doing the dishes.

If you can do it this way, three weeks are enough to transform the pain
inside you, to bring back your joy in living, to cultivate the energy of
compassion with which you can help the person you love. The practice of
being there with what is beautiful and with what is healing is something we
should do every day, and it is possible to do this in everyday life.

1. In this passage Thich Nhat Hanh presents the five skandhas or aggregates. According to Buddhist
philosophy, these are the elements that constitute “personality” or selfhood: form, sensation, perception,

mental formations, and consciousness. Mental formations include mental activities such as
discrimination, happiness, equanimity, resolve, compulsion, concentration, and so forth.—Ed.



The Energy of Mindfulness

U NDERSTANDING IS THE FRUIT OF MEDITATION, When we practice deep looking

directed toward the heart of reality, we receive help, we receive
understanding, we receive the wisdom that makes us free. If there is a deep
pain within you, meditate.

Meditating is not trying to run away, trying to ignore the presence of the
pain, but on the contrary, it is looking at it face-to-face. You have to practice
deep looking directed toward the nature of this pain, because for Buddhists,
we are joy, but we are also pain; we are understanding, but we are also
ignorance. Meditating is not transforming oneself into a battlefield where one
side is fighting another, where good fights against evil. This is not Buddhist
meditation. Buddhist meditation is based on the principle of nonduality. This
means that if we are mindfulness, if we are love, we are also ignorance, we
are also suffering, and there is no reason to suppress anything at all.

When the seed of anger manifests on the level of our conscious mind, our
immediate awareness, it is because the seed of anger is in the depths of our
consciousness, and then we begin to suffer. Our immediate awareness is
something like our living room. The task of the meditator is not to chase away
or to suppress the energy of anger that is there but rather to invite another
energy that will be able to care for the anger.

You can use the method of mindful breathing to make the seed of this other
energy grow inside you. It will then manifest in the form of energy, and this
energy will embrace your energy of anger like a mother taking a baby in her
arms. Then there is only tenderness, there is no fighting with, or
discriminating against, the pain. The purpose of the practice of mindful
breathing is to help to give birth to this precious energy called mindfulness
and to keep it alive.

We have already spoken of this energy that illuminates us. Mindfulness is
like a light, enabling concentration to really be there, and that also makes it
possible for us to look deeply into the heart of things. From this looking
deeply is born deep vision, understanding. Mindfulness brings concentration,
understanding, love, and freedom.

If you are a Christian, you could say that this energy we are talking about is
known as the Holy Spirit, the energy that is sent to us by God. Wherever this



energy exists, there is attention, understanding, love, compassion. And this
energy has the power to heal. Since Jesus embodies this energy, he has the
ability to heal whoever he touches. When Jesus touches people, he touches
them with the energy of the Holy Spirit. It is not touching his clothing that has
the power to heal. We could say that when the energy of compassion and love
touches us, healing establishes itself.

In Buddhism we say that mindfulness is the energy of Buddha. The seed of
mindfulness is the baby Buddha that is in us. This precious seed can be buried
very deeply under several layers of suffering and ignorance. We begin by
looking for, by touching, this seed of mindfulness, and everybody knows that
all of us have this precious seed in us.

When you drink water, if you are aware of the fact that you are drinking
water, mindfulness is there. Mindfulness is the energy that makes it possible
for us to be aware of what is happening in the present moment.

When you breathe in and you are aware that you are breathing in,
mindfulness is there. Mindfulness is always mindfulness of something. When
you are angry and you know that you are angry, mindfulness is there. Anger is
one energy, mindfulness is another, and this second kind of energy arises in
order to care for the first like a mother caring for her baby.



Caring for Our Pain

So EVERY TIME YOU HAVE AN ENERGY that needs to be transformed, like

jealousy or fear, do something to care for this energy, for this negative energy,
if you do not want this energy to destroy you. Touch the seed of mindfulness,
and then all of its energy will be able to establish itself in your “living room,”
like a mother tenderly embracing your pain. With that energy of mindfulness,
you are doing the true practice of meditation with regard to your pain, your
emotions. If you are able to maintain mindfulness for five or ten minutes, you
will experience some relief right away.

When the mother hears her baby crying, she puts down whatever she has in
her hands, she goes into its room, and takes the baby in her arms. The
moment the baby is lifted into the mother’s arms, the energy of wisdom
already begins to penetrate into the baby’s body. The mother does not know
yet what is the matter with the baby, but the fact that she has it in her arms
already gives her child some relief. The baby stops crying. Then the mother
continues to hold the baby in her arms, she continues to offer it the energy of
tenderness, and during this time the mother practices deep looking. A mother
is a very talented person. She only needs two or three minutes to figure out
what is the matter with her baby. Maybe its diapers are a little bit too tight;
maybe the baby has a touch of fever; maybe it needs a bottle? Then when the
understanding comes, the mother can transform the situation immediately.

It is the same thing with meditation. When you have pain within you, the
first thing to do is to bring the energy of mindfulness to embrace the pain. “I
know that you are there, little anger, my old friend. Breathe—I am taking care
of you now.”

You can practice this in a sitting position; you can also practice it doing
walking meditation or else lying down, but it is necessary for mindfulness to
be there to play the role of mother, of big sister. If you are able to keep this
up, the result could be there, maybe, in three or four minutes. The next time
you are angry, practice doing walking meditation in a natural setting, for
example. You breathe and you concentrate solely on breathing: “Breathing in
—I know that I am breathing in; breathing out—I know that I am breathing
out.” After a minute or two, you practice this way: “Breathing in—I know
that I am angry; breathing out—I know that the anger is still in me.” Ten
minutes later, you will feel better. It is a sure thing, on condition that the



energy of mindfulness is really there; and if you keep it up, concentration—
and not only concentration but also deep looking—will also be there. You will
be able to look deeply at the true nature of your anger. This discovery, this
understanding, this wisdom, will liberate you from your pain.

Buddhist monks and nuns are in the habit of practicing this, not only in
connection with anger but also with despair, with fear. Regarding fear, during
mindfulness meditation, we can meditate like this: “Breathing in—I know that
it is my nature to grow old; breathing out—I know that no one can escape
from old age.” We are afraid of old age, and we are also afraid of death. “It is
my nature to die; I know that no one can escape death.”

Buddha taught us this, knowing that we carry all the seeds of fear buried
deep within us. But we do not want this fear to manifest, because it hurts, and
so we repress it. We try to repress our suffering and we invite other energies
into our “living room” to fill it up so that the negative energies will not be
able to make their appearance there.

A lot of the time we turn on the television, we read novels, we make phone
calls—just to keep pain from making its appearance in our “living room.” We
practice the politics of subversion, we carry out a kind of boycott toward the
negative seeds within us, and after a certain amount of time of doing this we
create a situation of bad circulation. You know that when the blood is not
circulating well in our body, we experience pains—headaches, for example.
So then we try getting massages or taking medicines, because good
circulation is essential for our health. The same thing is true with regard to
our consciousness. If we practice the politics of repression and suppression,
then we create a situation of bad circulation for our mental formations, such
as fear, anger, despair, suffering. And because things are not circulating
properly in our conscious mind, then the symptoms of mental illness appear:
depression and stress.

We should not adopt this boycott policy. On the contrary we should open
our door so that our suffering can come out. We are afraid of doing that, but
Buddhism teaches us that we should not be afraid, because we have available
to us an energy that should help us to care for our pain—the energy of
mindfulness.

If we practice cultivating this energy of mindfulness every day, we will
have enough of it to take care of our pains. Every time pain manifests, we will
welcome it. We will really be there to take care of it, and the energy needed to
take care of it is without a doubt the energy of mindfulness: “I am here for
you, dear one, I am here for you.” That is one of the four mantras we learned.
This means that the mother is there for the baby, the energy of mindfulness is
there to embrace the energy of pain.



So we have to train every day in cultivating this energy of mindfulness. But
we need friends, brothers and sisters in the Dharma, to be able to do this
easily. That is why in Buddhism we talk about the practice of taking refuge in
the sangha: “I take refuge in the sangha.” The sangha is a practice community
in which brothers and sisters in the Dharma practice the cultivation of
mindfulness daily: when they eat, when they drink, when they wash the
dishes, when they work in the garden, when they drive a car—and not just
during times of sitting meditation. So it is necessary to have a bit of training
and a sangha, that is, a community of practice.

In the tradition it is said that a practitioner who leaves the sangha is like a
tiger who has left the mountains and gone down to the plains. If the animal
does that, he will be killed by humans; and if the practitioner of meditation
does not take refuge in a community, in a sangha, he will abandon his practice
after a few months. Thus a sangha is absolutely necessary for continuing
one’s practice.



The Principle of Nonduality

W HEN oUR pAIN cOMES UP, IT REMAINS for a period of time at the level of the

conscious mind, in our “living room.” After a short stay there, it goes back to
its usual habitat, the alaya consciousness,' where it takes the form of a seed;
and now it will be a little bit weaker. It will always be a little bit weaker after
having been embraced by the energy of mindfulness. The next time it
manifests, we will receive it the same way; we will care for it the same way
with the energy of mindfulness, and then it will return to the depths, weaker
still. It loses energy every time it is embraced by the energy of mindfulness,
which is really a mother.

The door is already open; mental formations can now flow freely. And if
you practice that for a few weeks, the symptoms of mental illness will
disappear. This is because you are now in a situation where you have good
circulation in your psyche. That is why the Buddha taught us to invite fear
into our mindful consciousness and care for it every day.

There is no battle between good and evil, positive and negative; there is
only the care given by the big brother to the little brother. In Buddhist
meditation, we observe, we act in a nondualistic fashion, and thus the waste
materials of the conscious mind can always be transformed into flowers of
compassion, love, and peace. Our consciousness is a living thing, something
organic in nature. There are always waste materials and flowers in us. The
gardener who is familiar with organic gardening is constantly on the alert to
save the waste materials because he knows how to transform them into
compost and then transform that compost into flowers and vegetables. So be
grateful for your pains, be grateful for suffering—you will need them.

We have to learn the art of transforming compost into flowers. Look at a
flower: it is beautiful, it is fragrant, it is pure; but if you look deeply you can
already see the compost in the flower. With meditation, you can see that
already. If you do not meditate, you will have to wait ten days to be able to
see that. If you look deeply at the garbage heap with the eye of a meditator,
you can see lettuce, tomatoes, and flowers. That is exactly what the gardener
sees when he looks at the garbage heap, and that is why he does not throw
away his waste materials. A little bit of practice is all you need to be able to
transform the garbage heap into compost and the compost into flowers.

The same is true of our mental formations, which include flowers like faith,



hope, understanding, and love; but there is also waste material like fear and
pain. The flower is on its way to becoming refuse, but the refuse is also on its
way to becoming a flower. This is the nonduality principle of Buddhism: there
is nothing to throw away. If a person has never suffered, he or she will never
be able to know happiness. If a person does not know what hunger is, he or
she will never know the joy of eating every day. Thus pain and suffering are a
necessary condition of our understanding, of our happiness. So do not say that
you do not want to know anything about pain or about suffering, that you only
want to know about happiness—that would be an impossible thing. We know
well that suffering helps us to understand, that it nurtures our compassion, and
that for this reason it is vitally necessary for us. So we must know how to
learn from suffering, we must know how to make use of it to gather the
energy of compassion, of love, of understanding.

1. In Buddhist thought, consciousness is sometimes described as having eight levels. Alaya is the
fundamental (continued) consciousness that supports and nourishes the seven others. It is sometimes

called the “storehouse consciousness,” since it contains every kind of seed and its primary function is to
preserve all the seeds.—Ed.



Reconciliation

In mEDITATION ALSO, WE ACT ACCORDING to the principle of nonviolence. This

is because I know that I am happiness and that I am also suffering, that I am
understanding and that I am also ignorance. For this reason I must take care of
both of these aspects. I must not discriminate against one of them. I must not
suppress one side in favor of the other. I know that each of them is vitally
necessary for the other. The Buddha tells us: “If this exists, that exists.” This
exists because that exists. So there should be no conflict, no violence,
between one element of our being and another element of our being. There
should only be an effort of taking care and being able to transform. So we
must have a nonviolent attitude with regard to our suffering, our pain. We
must take care of our suffering the way we would take care of our own baby.

We should do that not only in relation to our mental formations but also in
relation to our physical body. “Breathing in—I am aware of my eyes.
Breathing out—I am smiling at my eyes.” When you practice in this way, you
touch your eyes with the energy of mindfulness and you begin to make peace
with your eyes; you begin to understand the nature of your eyes. If you
continue practicing in this way for several minutes, you will see that your
eyes are one of the basic conditions for your well-being and your happiness.
To have eyes that are still in good condition—what good fortune! This is a
marvelous thing. You only have to open your eyes to see the blue sky, the
white clouds, the cherry blossoms, the sunset, the face of your baby ...

With our eyes in good condition, a paradise of forms and colors is available
to us. There are people who have lost their sight, and they live in darkness.
And they think, they very profoundly believe, that if anybody could help them
get their sight back, this would be like entering paradise, the paradise of forms
and colors. And we do have our eyes in good functioning order and we really
are in a paradise of forms and colors. But without mindfulness, we forget that.
Your eyes are already one of the basic conditions of your happiness, and
mindfulness helps you to touch one of those conditions.

Let us go on: “Breathing in—I am aware of my heart; breathing out—I am
smiling at my heart.” “Why, that’s very nice,” answers your heart. Maybe we
have never had the time to do that, and this is the first time we have been
aware of our heart. “Dear one, I know that you are there, and I am glad about
it.” That is the second mantra we learned.



Our heart then begins to experience relief. It has been waiting a very long
time for the appearance of this friendly attitude on our part. This evening, we
will touch our heart with the energy of mindfulness. “Breathing in—I know
that you are there; breathing out—thank you for being there.” If you keep that
up for a few minutes, you will perceive that your heart is one of the basic
conditions of our happiness. Our heart is still functioning normally—what
happiness! Our heart works night and day to preserve our well-being and
peace. As for us, we have the time to sleep, but not our heart. Our heart
pumps thousands of liters of blood every day so it can irrigate all the cells in
our body, without taking a break. Nonetheless, we have not paid enough
attention to our heart, and we eat and we drink in such a way that our heart
suffers in silence, day and night, year after year. We must turn to our heart and
practice the third mantra: “Dear one, I know that you are suffering; that is
why I am here for you.”

If you continue to practice mindful breathing while deeply touching your
heart, you will begin to see things. For example, every time you smoke a
cigarette, this is not a friendly gesture toward your heart. Every time you
drink alcohol, it is lack of consideration toward your heart. Meditating in this
way, you will have wisdom, understanding, and compassion. And if you go
on for a week like that, you will stop smoking and drinking.

When somebody comes to us and asks if he or she should stop drinking
before receiving the five mindfulness trainings (the precepts), we always tell
them that they can continue to drink, but they must drink mindfully. If you
drink your wine mindfully for a week, and you practice deeply, you will stop
drinking after a few weeks. Nothing is forced on you; it is your own
understanding, your wisdom, that tells you how to behave, that tells you how
to conduct your everyday life. In Buddhism, when we practice five precepts,
or ten, or two hundred and fifty, it’s not because the Buddha wants us to do
this, but because we are practicing deep looking. We see that practicing the
precepts is protecting ourselves against suffering. The precepts are a
guarantee of your freedom.

When you touch your liver with mindfulness, you will perhaps begin to
hear the SOS put out by your liver. The message sent by your liver is perhaps
a very important message. But maybe, because you are not there, the message
does not reach you. You have to be there for the person you love. Touching
your liver with mindfulness reveals its precise situation, and if you get its
message, you will stop drinking and stop eating fats.

The Buddha proposed to us the practice of scanning directed toward the
parts of our body. In the sitting position or the lying position, you should use
the energy of mindfulness to scan your entire body, starting with your hair and



gradually sweeping your body with the energy of mindfulness, the way a
scanner does. But the light source here is the light of mindfulness; the energy
of mindfulness is the light of the Buddha. You must sweep the entirety of
your body, deeply, in order to connect with it and reconcile yourself with it.

I said that we are kings or queens and that our territory is extremely vast.
The energy of mindfulness is what makes it possible for us to carry out close
surveillance of this territory. We must maintain surveillance of our territory in
order to know what is going on there, who is there, what conflicts are there,
what wars, what suffering. And it is only through a precise view of your
territory that you can manage actually to do something and restore harmony
and order there—among the forms, the sensations, the perceptions, the mental
formations, and consciousness-knowledge.



Coming to Life Again

W ithour MINDFULNESS, WE LIVE LIKE the dead. And every time mindfulness

is born, we are born again into the country (Pure Land) of Buddha, on
Buddha’s earth, into the Kingdom of God. In the Psalms, we read the
following: “Thou art my son; today have I begotten thee.” This is the voice of
the Holy Spirit. Through the Holy Spirit, you come to life again every
moment. Mindfulness is the practice that consists in bringing the body and the
mind back to the present moment, and every time we practice that, we come
to life again.

If we take a look around us, we see people who are living like dead people.
Albert Camus says that there are thousands of people moving about around us
carrying their own corpses. Thanks to the practice of mindfulness, we come to
life again immediately. Being alive is being in the present moment, in the here
and now, and that is possible through mindful breathing. In Buddhist
meditation, we practice resurrection every moment: “Breathe, you are alive.”
The Holy Spirit is is present with our mindful breath: “Give us this day our
daily bread.” This is the very practice of living in the present moment, this
day. We must not lose ourselves either in the past or in the future; and the
only moment in which we can touch life is the present moment. In
Christianity, we find the same teaching as in Buddhism.

When we practice walking meditation, each step brings us back to the
present moment. When we walk without mindfulness, we sacrifice the present
moment to some destination somewhere—we are not alive. And speaking of
destinations, we may as well ask ourselves, what is our final destination? The
cemetery, perhaps? In that case, why are we in a hurry to get there? Life does
not lie in that direction. Life is here, in each step. For this reason, we must
walk in such a way that life arises out of each step, and this is what we do in
our community in Plum Village. Not only when we practice formal mindful
walking, but throughout the day. When we have to go somewhere, even if it’s
only a few yards away, we walk in the style of walking meditation.

One week of practice with us is enough to create good habits, and when
you go home, you will be able to continue with them. From your house to the
subway, you can practice walking meditation, you just allow yourself a little
bit more time so you can walk like a person who is free, so you can walk in
such a way that the Kingdom of God is possible in the here and now, in such a



way that peace and joy are possible today, in such a way that the Pure Land is
available there under your feet.

Every time I go to the airport, I allow myself an extra hour so that I can
practice walking meditation at the airport. You have to do some organization
in order to make meditation possible in your everyday life.



Telephone Meditation

I wiLL Now PROPOSE TO YOU A MEDITATION that you can try this evening,

telephone meditation. Every time the phone rings, it creates a small vibration
in you. There is not true peace—there is a hint of worry: Who is it that’s
calling? Is this going to be good news or bad news? You cannot hold yourself
back and you run immediately to the phone. In Plum Village, we remain
where we are and we consider the sound of the telephone to be like the bell of
mindfulness. “Breathing in—I am calming myself; breathing out—I am
smiling.” Then we go to the telephone in the style of walking meditation, but
before that we practice mindful breathing.

In our community, every time we hear a bell, we stop—we stop our
thinking, we stop our conversation, we stop our work; and we begin breathing
—an inbreath, then an outbreath—and it is the same thing whether it is the
telephone ringing or the clock chiming. In this way we have lots of
opportunities to return to ourselves, to our true home, here and now, to touch
peace. And what we are stopping, in order to be able to be alive, is our
thinking. When you contemplate the full moon, if you are thinking then the
full moon is not there and you are not there either. This is because thinking
prevents us from living deeply in the present moment in our everyday life.
When you are drinking water, drink water, drink only water. That is
meditation. You must not drink other things, such as your worries, your plans
—wandering around in the realm of your thoughts. Thinking prevents us from
touching life deeply. I think, therefore I am really not there.

So we remain there when the telephone rings, and we practice. Listen,
listen: this wonderful sound brings me back to the present moment. On the
third ring, you can go get it, but with dignity and in the style of walking
meditation. You breathe, you smile, and you behave in such a way that peace
is within you. This is a good thing, not only for you but also for the person
who is calling, because you will not be irritated.

If you are the person who is calling, you should do the following—you can
learn this little text, or to begin with, put it by your phone, because it can open
the door to understanding and bring back harmony: “I am determined to
practice deep listening. I am determined to practice loving speech.” Each of
these two lines corresponds to an inbreath or an outbreath, and after having
breathed in this way twice, you will have more calm. You have made a vow to



practice attentive listening and to practice loving speech—now you are
qualified to dial the number. When the phone rings on the other end, you are
not in a hurry, because you know that the other person is in the midst of
practicing breathing. Imagine both people practicing smiling and being calm.
If everybody in Washington, D.C., would practice that, then the capital would
be a much better place to live. Calm, peace, and the smile would be there!

Many of my students who practice telephone meditation have reported
back that since they began, not only have things with them personally gone
better but their dealings have, too. This is because they have become much
nicer. At Plum Village, we established the practice of telephone meditation
more than ten years ago, and at the beginning we had certain difficulties.
When the phone rang, since everybody loved the practice of mindful
breathing, nobody wanted to go answer it. If you telephone Plum Village, you
will know that you have a big opportunity to practice mindful breathing.

* 3k

To practice hugging meditation, you must practice three mindful breaths, then
form a lotus flower with your hands. At the same time the other person also
prepares in the same way. And when you take the person you love in your
arms, you must practice deeply. “Breathing in—I know that he is alive in my
arms; breathing out—I am very glad about it.” Three times like that, and you
are really there, and the other person is really there too. It is a very pleasant
practice, which brings you back to the present moment. Meditating is using
the energy of mindfulness so that life will be there as a reality; and amid the
agitations of everyday life, Buddhist meditation can be practiced very well.



Everybody Should Practice Mindfulness

RELIEF, PEACE, WELL-BEING, JOY, AND will be possible if we practice

mindfulness in our everyday life. I am convinced that everybody can practice
mindfulness, even politicians, political parties, even the Congress. This is a
body that holds the responsibility for knowing the nation’s situation well, and
knowledge of this kind requires the practice of looking deeply. If our elected
officials are not calm enough, do not have enough concentration, how can
they see things deeply? If they are not able to listen to the people or to their
colleagues in the Congress, if they are not able to speak with loving speech,
then there will be much left to be desired. It is necessary for politicians to
practice calm, to practice stopping, and to practice looking deeply.

You who are journalists, writers, citizens, you have the right and the duty to
say to those you have elected that they must practice mindfulness, calm, deep
listening, and loving speech. This is a universal thing, taught by all religions.
In Buddhism, we call this samatha—stopping, concentration, calm. When
calm is there, we are able to practice deep looking.

Let us imagine that the members of the Congress practiced mindful
breathing and walking, deep listening, and calm loving speech. As it is, every
time they convene, they quarrel and shoot poison arrows, because very few of
those people are capable of calming, of practicing loving speech. The
situation is very tense; there is a great deal of hatred and anger and
discrimination. How is it possible, in such a state, for people to practice deep
looking with the aim of achieving a deep knowledge of the nation? So it is
necessary to practice mindfulness—it could be Buddhist or Christian—but it
is necessary to bring mindfulness to our everyday life. If you are a journalist,
a teacher, or a filmmaker, you should practice mindfulness—for the sake of
your own calm and your own happiness, but also for that of other people as
well. Because we need your calm, your compassion, your understanding. So
we should be mindful as individuals but also as a community, as a family, as a
nation.



Getting Rid of Our Concepts

IN BUDDHISM, THE GREATEST RELIEF OR solace that we can obtain is that of

touching nirvana, where nonfear has become something that is part of
everyday life. We have a great fear inside ourselves. We are afraid of
everything—of our death, of being alone, of change—and the practice of
mindfulness helps us to touch nonfear. It is only here that you can experience
total relief, total happiness. Nirvana is the foundation of our being, just as
water is considered to be the essence of all waves. In the beginning we think
that we have a beginning and an end, a birth and a death, and we might think
that before our birth we were not there and after our death we will not be
there, and we get caught up in the concept of being and nonbeing. Together
let us look deeply at a wave in the ocean. It lives its life of a wave, but it lives
the life of water at the same time. If the wave were able to turn toward itself
and touch its substance, which is water, then it would be able to attain nonfear
and nirvana. We live with the concepts of birth and death, of being and
nonbeing, of unity and plurality; we have not had the occasion to touch the
ultimate dimension of our being. This is nirvana, which can be translated as
“extinction.” But extinction of what? Of all emotions, including the notions of
birth, death, being, and nonbeing.

Birth and death cannot touch the bodhisattva, nor the wave once it has
realized that at the same time it is water. Concepts such as birth and death,
being and nonbeing, might in some sense be applied to waves. As far as water
is concerned, these qualifications cannot describe the nature of water. When
we speak of birth, of death, of being and nonbeing, we are talking in terms of
phenomena. In Buddhism, we call this the historical dimension. When we talk
about waves, we are in the historical dimension, but when we talk about
water, we are in the ultimate dimension in which we cannot speak of birth and
death, of being and nonbeing. The wave might think that before its birth it
was not there and that after its death it will not be there, but these are notions
—concepts—that cannot be applied in the dimension of the ultimate.

The Buddha declared the following: “There is a world, but there is no birth
and there is no death, there is no high and no low, no being and no nonbeing.”
If that world is not there, how could the world of birth and death, the world of
being and nonbeing, be possible? He was talking about the ultimate
dimension; he was talking about the water, but all he said was a few words
because we cannot use concepts and words with regard to the ultimate.



When we talk about the theology of “God is dead,” this means that the
notion of God must be dead in order for God to reveal himself as a reality.
The theologians, if they only use concepts, words, and not direct experience,
are not very helpful. The same goes for nirvana, which is something to be
touched and lived and not discussed and described. We have notions that
distort truth, reality. A Zen master said the following to a large assembly: “My
friends, every time I use the word Buddha, 1 suffer. I am allergic to it. Every
time I do it, I have to go to the bathroom and rinse my mouth three times in
succession.” He said this in order to help his disciples not to get caught up in
the notion of Buddha. The Buddha is one thing, but the notion of Buddha is
another. Another Zen master said this: “If you meet the Buddha on your way,
you must kill him.” You have to Kkill the notion of Buddha so that the real
Buddha can be revealed to you. That day, there was a very solid person in the
assembly, a monk who stood up and said these words: “Master, every time
you say the word Buddha, I have to go to the river and clean my ears three
times in succession.” So they understood each other perfectly. We must not
get caught in the trap of notions and concepts.

Fear is born from our ignorance, from our concepts regarding life, death,
being, and nonbeing. If we are able to get rid of all these concepts by touching
the reality within ourselves, then nonfear will be there and the greatest relief
will become possible. For the Buddhist it is necessary to transcend the notions
of birth and death, because those notions do not apply to reality. This is
equally true with regard to the notions of being and nonbeing. For the
Buddhist, to be or not to be is not really the question. The true question is
whether we have enough concentration, enough mindfulness, enough practice
to touch the foundation of being that is nirvana.

That is why we should do what we have to do to make this meditation of
looking deeply a matter of everyday life—when we are eating, when we are
drinking, when we are sleeping—and one day we will be able to touch the
ultimate reality that is in us. Nirvana is not something that we should search
for, because we are nirvana, just as the wave is already water. The wave does
not have to search for water, because water is the very substance of the wave.
Living deeply makes it possible to touch nirvana, our ultimate reality, the
world of no-birth and no-death, and all our fear will be taken away because of
this direct knowledge of our true nature.

E

I wish for all of you to have a brother or a sister who is a serious practitioner
of the Dharma, a spiritual friend who possesses solidity, joy, freedom,
understanding, and love. Then your practice will be much more enjoyable,



because you will have the support of a sangha, of a practice community, of a
being, of brothers and sisters in the Dharma.
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ONE

Happiness and Peace Are Possible

Every twenty-four-hour day is a tremendous gift to us. So we all should

learn to live in a way that makes joy and happiness possible. We can do this. I
begin my day by making an offering of incense while following my breath. I
think to myself that this day is a day to live fully, and I make the vow to live
each moment of it in a way that is beautiful, solid, and free. This only takes
me three or four minutes, but it gives me a great deal of pleasure. You can do
the same thing when you wake up. Breathe in and tell yourself that a new day
has been offered to you, and you have to be here to live it.

The way to maintain your presence in the here and now is through
mindfulness of the breath. There is no need to manipulate the breath. Breath is
a natural thing, like air, like light; we should leave it as it is and not interfere
with it. What we are doing is simply lighting up the lamp of awareness to
illuminate our breathing. We generate the energy of mindfulness to illuminate
everything that is happening in the present moment.

As you breathe in, you say can to yourself, “Breathing in, I know that I am
breathing in.” When you do this, the energy of mindfulness embraces your in-
breath, just like sun light touching the leaves and branches of a tree. The light
of mindfulness is content just to be there and embrace the breath, without
doing it any violence, without intervening directly. As you breathe out, you
can gently say, “Breathing out, I know that I am breathing out.”

Buddhist practice is based on nonviolence and nondualism. You don’t have
to struggle with your breath. You don’t have to struggle with your body, or
with your hate, or with your anger. Treat your in-breath and out-breath
tenderly, nonviolently, as you would treat a flower. Later you will be able to
do the same thing with your physical body, treating it with gentleness, respect,
nonviolence, and tenderness.



When you are dealing with pain, with a moment of irritation, or with a bout
of anger, you can learn to treat them in the same way. Do not fight against
pain; do not fight against irritation or jealousy. Embrace them with great
tenderness, as though you were embracing a little baby. Your anger is
yourself, and you should not be violent toward it. The same thing goes for all
of your emotions.

So we begin with the breath. Be nonviolent with your breathing. Be tender
with it. Respect it, and let it be as it is. You breathe in—there’s an in breath,
that’s all. If the in-breath is short, let it be short. If the in-breath is long, let it
be long. Do not intervene, or force either your in-breath or your out-breath.
It’s like looking at a flower: letting it be as it is, mindful of the fact that it is
there, a kind of miracle. See the flower as it is. See the breath as it is. We let
the flower be as it is, and we should not do violence to our breath either.

Then we move to the physical body. In practicing sitting and walking
meditation, in practicing total relaxation, you embrace your physical body
with the energy of mindfulness, with great tenderness and nonviolence. This
is the practice of true love in relation to your body.

In Buddhist meditation, you do not turn yourself into a battlefield, with
good fighting against evil. Both sides belong to you, the good and the evil.
Evil can be transformed into good, and vice versa. They are completely
organic things.

If you look deeply at a flower, at its freshness and its beauty, you will see
that there is also compost in it, made of garbage. The gardener had the skill to
transform this garbage into compost, and with this compost, he made a flower
grow.

Flowers and garbage are both organic in nature. So looking deeply into the
nature of a flower, you can see the presence of the compost and the garbage.
The flower is also going to turn into garbage; but don’t be afraid! You are a
gardener, and you have in your hands the power to transform garbage into
flowers, into fruit, into vegetables. You don’t throw anything away, because
you are not afraid of garbage. Your hands are capable of transforming it into
flowers, or lettuce, or cucumbers.

The same thing is true of your happiness and your sorrow. Sorrow, fear, and
depression are all a kind of garbage. These bits of garbage are part of real life,
and we must look deeply into their nature. You can practice in order to turn
these bits of garbage into flowers. It is not only your love that is organic; your
hate is, too. So you should not throw anything out. All you have to do is learn
how to transform your garbage into flowers.

In the practice of Buddhism, we see that all mental formations—such as



compassion, love, fear, sorrow, and despair—are organic in nature. We don’t
need to be afraid of them, because transformation is possible. Just by having
this deep insight into the organic nature of mental formations, you become a
lot more solid, a lot calmer and more peaceful. With just a smile, and mindful
breathing, you can start to transform them.

If you feel irritation or depression or despair, recognize their presence and
practice this mantra: “Dear one, I am here for you.” You should talk to your
depression or your anger just as you would to a child. You embrace it tenderly
with the energy of mindfulness and say, “Dear one, I know you are there, and
I am going to take care of you,” just as you would with your crying baby.
There is no discrimination or dualism here, because compassion and love are
you, but anger is too. All three are organic in nature, so you don’t need to be
afraid. You can transform them.

Let me repeat: In the practice of Buddhist meditation, we do not turn
ourselves into a battlefield of good versus evil. The good must take care of the
evil as a big brother takes care of his little brother, or as a big sister takes care
of her little sister—with a great deal of tenderness, in a spirit of nonduality.
Knowing that, there is a lot of peace in you already. The insight of nonduality
will put a stop to the war in you. You have struggled in the past, and perhaps
you are still struggling; but is it necessary? No. Struggle is useless. Stop
struggling.

So I take care of my breath as if it were my tender little baby. I breathe in,
and I let my in-breath proceed naturally. I rejoice in the fact that my breathing
is there. Breathing in, I know that I am breathing in. Breathing out, I know
that I am breathing out. I smile at my out-breath. This is how you can
practice. You will get a great deal of joy out of it right away, and if you
continue for a minute, you will see that your breathing is already different.
After a minute of practicing breathing mindfully, without discrimination, the
qualilty of your breathing improves. It becomes calmer, longer; and the
gentleness and harmony generated by your breathing penetrates into your
body and into your mental formations.

Try to breathe in this way when you experience joy. For example, when
you are looking at a sunset and are in contact with the beauty of nature,
practice mindful breathing. Touch deeply the beauty that is before you. I am
breathing in—what happiness! I am breathing out—the sunset is lovely!
Continue that way for a few minutes.

Getting in touch with the beauty of nature makes life much more beautiful,
much more real, and the more mindful and concentrated you are, the more
deeply the sunset will reveal itself to you. Your happiness is multiplied by ten,
by twenty. Look at a leaf or a flower with mindfulness, listen to the song of a



bird, and you will get much more deeply in touch with them. After a minute
of this practice, your joy will increase; your breathing will become deeper and
more gentle; and this gentleness and depth will influence your body.

Mindful breathing is a kind of bridge that brings the body and the mind
together. If through mindfulness of the breath you generate harmony, depth,
and calm, these will penetrate into your body and mind. In fact, whatever
happens in the mind affects the body, and vice versa. If you generate
peacefulness in your breathing, that peacefulness permeates your body and
your state of mind. If you have practiced meditation, you have already
discovered this. If you have been able to embrace your in-breath and your
out-breath with tenderness, you know that they in turn embrace your body and
your mind. Peace is contagious. Happiness is also contagious, because in the
practice of meditation, the three elements of body, mind, and breath become
one.

So as you breathe in, respect the in-breath. Light up the lamp of
mindfulness so that it illuminates your in-breath. “Breathing in, I know that I
am breathing in.” It’s simple. When the in-breath is short, you take note of the
fact that it is short. That’s all. You don’t need to judge. Just note very simply:
my in-breath is short and I know that it is short. Do not try to make it longer.
Let it be short. And when your in-breath is long, you simply say to yourself,
“My in-breath is long.”

You respect your in-breath, your out-breath, your physical body, and your
mental formations. The in-breath moves inward, the out-breath moves
outward. In and out. It’s child’s play; but it provides a great deal of happiness.
During the time you are doing it, there is no tension at all. You are here for
life; and if you are here for life, life will be here for you. It’s simple.

The First Miracle of Mindfulness

PRESENCE

The first miracle brought about by mindfulness is your own presence, your
real presence. With this energy dwelling in you, you become completely
alive. When the energy of mindfulness is dwelling in you, Buddha is dwelling
in you. The energy of mindfulness is the energy of Buddha. It is the
equivalent of the Holy Spirit. Where the Holy Spirit is, there is also
understanding, life, healing, and compassion. Where mindfulness is, true life,
solidity, freedom, and healing also manifest. We all have the ability to



generate this energy of mindfulness. Do walking meditation, breathe
mindfully, drink your tea mindfully, and cultivate this energy that dwells in
you, that illuminates you, and makes life possible.

The miracle of mindfulness is, first of all, that you are here. Being truly
here is very important—being here for yourself, and for the one you love.
How can you love if you are not here? A fundamental condition for love is
your own presence. In order to love, you must be here. That is certain.
Fortunately, being here is not a difficult thing to accomplish. It is enough to
breathe and let go of thinking or planning. Just come back to yourself,
concentrate on your breath, and smile. You are here, body and mind together.
You are here, alive, completely alive. That is a miracle.

Some people live as though they are already dead. There are people moving
around us who are consumed by their past, terrified of their future, and stuck
in their anger and jealousy. They are not alive; they are just walking corpses.
If you look around yourself with mindfulness, you will see people going
around like zombies. Have a great deal of compassion for the people around
you who are living like this. They do not know that life is accessible only in
the here and now.

We must practice resurrection, and this is an everyday practice. With an in-
breath, you bring your mind back to your body. In this way you become alive
in the here and now. Joy, peace, and happiness are possible. You have an
appointment with life, an appointment that is in the here and now.

It is necessary to come back to the present moment in order to touch life in
a deep way. We all have the ability to walk in the Kingdom of God, to walk in
the Pure Land of Buddha every day. You have all you need—Ilegs, lungs, eyes,
and mind—and with a little bit of practice, you can generate the energy of
mindfulness within you, just like lighting a lamp. Once you have become
truly alive, take a step and you will enter the Pure Land. You will enter into
the Kingdom of God.

The Kingdom of God is not a mere notion. It is a reality that can be touched
in everyday life. The Kingdom of God is now or never, and we all have the
ability to touch it—not only with our minds, but with our feet. The energy of
mindfulness helps you in this. With one mindful step, you touch the Kingdom
of God.

For me the Kingdom of God is where mindfulness exists, and it is a
kingdom where there is compassion. The Kingdom of God, the Pure Land, is
not a place where there is no suffering. Many people aspire to go to a place
where pain and suffering do not exist, a place where there is only happiness.
This is a rather dangerous idea, for compassion is not possible without pain



and suffering. It is only when we enter into contact with suffering that
understanding and compassion can be born. Without suffering, we do not
have the opportunity to cultivate compassion and understanding; and without
understanding, there can be no true love. So we should not imagine a place
where there is no suffering, where there is only happiness. That would be a
very naive idea.

We have spoken of the organic nature of things. Suffering is also organic. It
is from garbage that we produce flowers; and similarly, it is from suffering
that we produce understanding and compassion. I would not want to live in a
place where there is no suffering, because in such a place I would not be able
to cultivate understanding and compassion, which are the basis of my
happiness. Happiness is a function of compassion. If you do not have
compassion in your heart, you do not have any happiness.

The First Noble Truth of Buddhism is about recognizing the existence of
suffering. We must get deeply in touch with suffering to develop
understanding. One day, when you are looking deeply at the nature of
suffering, you will see the way that leads to transformation, to healing, and to
happiness; for it is precisely through touching suffering that we discover the
Fourth Noble Truth, the path to healing.

The First Noble Truth is dukkha, suffering. The Fourth Noble Truth is
magga, the path that transforms suffering into well-being. Things interexist;
they inte-are. They are organic. There is no path to the cessation of suffering
without suffering. The Buddha told us to embrace our suffering and to look at
it deeply in order to understand its nature. We should not try to escape from
our pain. We should look at it directly. Looking at suffering deeply, we will
have deep insight into its nature, and the path of transformation and healing
will present itself to us.

To me, the definition of hell is simple. It is a place where there is no
understanding and no compassion. We have all been to hell. We are
acquainted with hell’s heat, and we know that hell is in need of compassion. If
there is compassion, then hell ceases to be hell. You can generate this
compassion yourself. If you can bring a little compassion to this place, a little
bit of understanding, it ceases to be hell. You can be the bodhisattva who does
this. Your practice consists in generating compassion and understanding and
bringing them to hell. Hell is here, all around us. Hell is in us, like a seed. We
need to cultivate the positive within us so we can generate the energy of
understanding and compassion and transform hell. Hell is a matter of
everyday life, like the Kingdom of God. The choice is yours.

We can touch the Kingdom of God in everyday life. There is no need to
travel a great distance to touch the Kingdom of God, because it is not located



in space or time. The Kingdom of God is in your heart. It is in every cell of
your physical body. With a single mindful breath, a single insight that is deep
enough, you can touch the Kingdom of God. When you are practicing
mindful walking, that is exactly what you are doing—touching the Kingdom
of God, walking in it mindfully, with compassion and understanding. The
Kingdom of God becomes your kingdom.

Not a day goes by without my walking in the Pure Land. I see suffering,
but I have compassion in me. This is something everybody can do. Don’t
underestimate yourself: you have the ability to wake up. You have the ability
to be compassionate. You just need a little bit of practice to be able to touch
the best that is in you. Enlightenment, mindfulness, understanding, and
compassion are in you. Very simple practices—such as meditative walking,
mindful breathing, or washing dishes mindfully—make it possible for you to
leave hell and touch the positive seeds that are within you.

You can live in such a way that you are in the Kingdom of God every
moment. This is not just a wish, and it is not a promise of some future
happiness. This is a reality. An hour of mindfulness practice, even fifteen
minutes, is already enough to prove to you that mindfulness is possible, that
real life is possible. A beautiful sunset is something that exists; the song of a
bird and the blue sky also exist. The paradise of forms and colors is always
accessible.

Your eyes may be in good condition, but do you know it?

Breathing in, I am mindful that I have eyes that are still in good
condition.

Breathing out, I smile to my eyes that are still in good condition.

In this practice, you touch your eyes with your mindfulness, and you have
this simple insight: your eyes are in good shape, and they still exist. You only
have to open them to make contact with the paradise of forms and colors, a
true paradise.

Some people wait until they have lost their sight to appreciate their eyes.
Blind people may hope that someone will help them to recover their sight so
they can be in paradise once more. You, all you have to do is open your eyes,
and the paradise of forms and colors is available to you. You are in paradise
already, but you don’t pay any attention to your eyes, even though they are a
condition of happiness. You should recognize that your eyes are there for you,
and they are so very precious. They are more precious than pearls.



Your heart is also there for you. Your heart works night and day in order to
maintain your well-being. You take time to sleep and to rest, but your heart
works non-stop to supply all the cells in your body with blood. Have you
touched your heart with the energy of mindfulness?

Breathing in, I am mindful that my heart is working night and day for
me.

Breathing out, I smile to my heart.

Your heart is like a flower. Is it still refusing to open? Is it still refusing to
love? You must ask, “My heart, are you ready to open as flowers do?” You
must ask it that.

When you touch and embrace your heart with the energy of mindfulness,
you are already practicing love. When you touch your heart with your
mindfulness, you see that you have not been very friendly with it. You have
eaten and drunk in ways that put great stress on it. You have not done
everything you could to keep it in good health, even though it is one of the
basic conditions of your well-being.

The Buddha taught us to meditate on the body. He suggested that we lie on
the ground and begin to breathe. Begin with breathing mindfully, while
recognizing each part of your body. You can start with your brain. Then you
turn your attention to your eyes, your ears, your nose, and your tongue,
touching them with mindful awareness and smiling as you touch each one.
You can send energy, tenderness, and gratitude to the various parts of your
body. “My heart,” you say, “I know that you are there for me, and I want to be
there for you, too.” In this way, you will stop drinking alcohol and you will
stop smoking, because they are harmful to your heart. With mindfulness,
these things will appear to you clearly.

What is love? Love is treating your heart with a great deal of tenderness,
with understanding, love, and compassion. If you cannot treat your own heart
this way, how can you treat your partner with understanding and love?

My heart, I am here for you.

My eyes, I am here for you.

You embrace your body with a great deal of tenderness. You know that
your body needs you. You should be there for it and generate the energy of



mindfulness to bring it harmony, peace, and relaxation. This is how you
practice love meditation toward your body.

We all need to learn the techniques of deep relaxation, so we can deal with
the stress of life’s ups and downs. You should practice this technique of total
relaxation every day, in your living room, with your partner, with your
children. It is the way to love your body. It is the way to take care of your
nervous system. This is very important. The basis of practice is to be here: “I
am here for my breathing; I am here for my body; I am here for my troubles,
for my depression, and for my suffering.”

The Second Miracle of Mindfulness

THE OTHER

The first miracle of mindfulness is our true presence—being here, present,
and totally alive. Then, if you are really here, something else will also be
here: the presence of the other. You are here and the other is here. What is the
other? It could be your heart; your eyes; your body; or your in-breath. The
other is the sunset, the song of the birds. Or it could be your lover, your
partner, your son, your daughter, or your friend.

The other is the Kingdom of God. If you are really here, solid and free, the
Kingdom of God will also be here for you. The fundamental condition for
recognizing the presence of the other is your own true presence. What is
loving? It is recognizing the presence of the other with your love. This is not a
theory; it is a practice. Whether the object of your love is your heart, your in-
breath, your physical body, or your baby, whether it is your son, your
daughter, or your partner, your declaration of love is always the same. It is:
“Dear one, I am here for you.”

Please try this practice. You can practice mindfulness of the breath for a
minute or walk mindfully toward the person you love most in the world. Then
you are truly here, truly present. You open your mouth and you utter the
magic words of the mantra: “Dear one, I am really here for you.” You
embrace the presence of the other with the mindfulness that is within you.

If the other person is far away from you, you still can do this practice. The
other will still be accessible to you. With this practice, there is no need to use
the telephone or the fax machine. When you are truly present, the other is
present, too; you are both included within the Kingdom of God.



When the other person realizes that his or her presence has been recognized
and confirmed, he or she will blossom like a flower. To be loved is to be
recognized as existing. Have you looked at others in this way? If you embrace
them with the energy of mindfulness, with your true presence, this energy is
completely nourishing. It is like water for a flower. A flower needs water to
live, and the person you love needs your presence! Your presence is the most
precious gift you can give him or her. “Dear one, I am here, really here, for
you.” All of us can practice this mantra. It really works.

Even one minute of walking meditation or mindful breathing will make it
possible for you to be present and offer your true presence to your loved one.
If you ignore the person you love, your loved one will not have the
impression of being loved by you. “He is ignoring me, he is paying no
attention to me, he doesn’t love me,” she will say to herself if you are not
paying attention to her.

I knew a boy whose father said to him one day, “Tomorrow is your
birthday. I want to buy you a present.” The boy was at a loss. He knew that
his father was very rich, that he could buy him anything, but the one thing the
boy truly needed was his father’s presence. His father spent all his time and
energy staying rich, and as a result he had no time to give to his family. He
could give them lots of money and lots of presents, but the thing that was
most precious of all, he was unable to give his child. That is why the child
was sad, and after a moment he said, “I don’t want any present. It’s you that I
want.”

Have you offered your presence to the person you love? Are you so busy
that you cannot be there for that person? If you are a father or a mother or a
partner, generate your own presence, because that is the most precious gift
you can offer.

You know how to generate your own presence, so now you can make a gift
of it to the one you love. This is something very practical. It is easy to do, it
costs nothing, and it can be done very quickly. You do not have to practice for
years to see the results. One minute will do. So you should put what you have
learned into practice right away.

The Third Miracle of Mindfulness

WORKING WITH POSITIVE AND NEGATIVE
ELEMENTS



The third miracle of mindfulness involves maintaining your own presence and
your mindfulness of the other. You are truly present and the other is truly
present—you have to maintain both presences. You achieve this through the
practice of mindful breathing or mindful walking. If the presence of the other
is refreshing and healing to you, keep hold of this presence and nourish
yourself with it. If there are negative things around you, you can always find
something that is healthy, refreshing, and healing, and with your mindfulness
you can recognize its presence in your life.

Perhaps you are in contact with too many negative elements. You have
looked at, listened to, and touched things that are negative in nature, such as
fear and despair. These negative forces are everywhere. When you turn on the
television, for instance, you run the risk injesting harmful things, such as
violence, despair, or fear. At that moment, you say to yourself with
mindfulness, “I don’t need these things. I already have suffering, violence,
anger, and despair in me. I refuse to watch these programs. I am going to seek
out things that are refreshing in nature, healing and helpful things. I will
practice walking meditation; I will make contact with the blue sky, with
spring, with the song of birds. I will play with my little girl, my little boy. I’'1l
do those kinds of things.”

You need to recognize that these kinds of positive elements exist and that
you can benefit from their refreshing and helpful presence. If you are facing a
sunset, a marvelous spectacle, give yourself a chance to be in touch with it.
Give yourself five minutes, breathing deeply, and you will be truly there.
Touch the beauty of nature in a deep way. That will do your body and mind a
great deal of good. This is the third miracle of mindfulness—maintaining this
precious presence in order to benefit from it.

If something negative comes to the surface, such as your despair and anger,
or the despair and anger of your spouse, you need the energy of mindfulness
to embrace it.

Breathing in, I know that anger is there in me.

Breathing out, I care for my anger.

This is like a mother hearing her baby cry out. She is in the kitchen, and
she hears her baby wailing. She puts down whatever she has in her hands,
goes into the baby’s room, and picks it up in her arms. You can do exactly the
same thing—embrace the pain that is coming to the surface.



Breathing in, I know that you are there, my dear anger, my dear despair.

I am there for you; I will take care of you.

You can do mindful walking or sitting meditation at the same time that you
are embracing your pain, because this energy of mindfulness will help you
hold your pain. Where does this energy come from? It comes from your daily
practice.

That is why you should practice walking, washing the dishes, watering the
vegetables, and any other activity with mindfulness. When you begin the
practice, the seed of mindfulness is quite small, but if you cultivate it every
day, it becomes much bigger and stronger. Every time you need this seed,
touch it with mindful breathing. Then the energy of mindfulness will make its
appearance, and you will be able to embrace the pain that is within you.

Even when you are driving your car, you can practice. Take advantage of
that moment to cultivate mindfulness. In fact, you can practice quite well
while you are driving a car. Breathe in and breathe out, and remain aware of
everything that goes on inside you when, for example, you come to a red
light. You look at the red light and you smile. The red light is not your enemy.
It is a friend who is helping you come back to yourself.

About ten years ago when I was in Montreal, I noticed that the license
plates on the cars had the phrase Je me souviens, “I remember.” I turned to my
friend who was driving the car, and I said, “Dear friend, I have a gift for you.
Every time you’re driving and you see the phrase Je me souviens, come back
to yourself and practice mindful breathing with the thought, ‘I remember to
come back to the here and now.’” Since that day, my friends in Montreal
practice mindfulness of the breath every time they see a license plate.

Je me souviens. A car license plate can be a bell of mindfulness. Even when
you are driving your car, you can generate the energy of mindfulness. When
you make breakfast, that is also a moment to cultivate mindfulness. Be
mindful of the act of pouring hot water into a teapot. You breathe and you say,
“I know that I am in the process of pouring hot water into the teapot,” and you
smile. It is not only in the meditation hall that we practice meditation.

So the third miracle of mindfulness is drawing benefit from the freshness of
positive elements, and embracing the negative elements within and around
you in order to pacify them. There are moments where your breathing is not
harmonious. When you are frightened or angry, your breathing is of poor
quality. You can notice this through mindfulness, smile at your breathing, and



embrace it with the energy of mindfulness. “Breathing in, I know that I am
breathing in. Breathing out, I know that I am breathing out.”

You will need a minute to improve the quality of your breathing, and then
fear and despair will be transformed, and anger also. Touch your breathing
with mindfulness and your breathing will improve the state of your body and
your mind. You can be sure of it.

For more information on this and other books from Shambhala, please visit
www.shambhala.com.


http://www.shambhala.com
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