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Readings:

Every morning, when we wake up, we have twenty-four brand-new hours to live.  What a precious gift!  We have the capacity to live in a way that these twenty-four hours will bring peace, joy, and happiness to ourselves and others.

We can smile, breathe, walk, and eat our meals in a way that allows us to be in touch with the abundance of happiness that is available.  We are very good at preparing to live, but not very good at living.  We know how to sacrifice ten years for a diploma, and we are willing to work very hard to get a job, a car, a house, and so on.  But we have difficulty remembering that we are alive in the present moment, the only moment there is for us to be alive.  Every breath we take, every step we make, can be filled with peace, joy, and serenity.  We need only to be awake, alive in the present moment.

…Peace and happiness are available in every moment.  Peace is every step.  We shall walk hand in hand.  Bon voyage.

[Thich Nhat Hanh. “Twenty-Four Brand New Hours” in Peace is Every Step. pp. 5-6.]

.

Sermon

These words were my introduction to Thich Nhat Hanh’s writing.  At the age of forty-seven, in my first semester of seminary studies, I was feeling way more anxious than peaceful.  The class was called “Spiritual Practice for Ministers: how to do it, how to teach it,” and the premise was that everyone – students, ministers, parishioners, pretty much everyone we deal with on a daily basis – is, most of the time, more anxious than peaceful.  And that there are tools that we can learn to use – not to eliminate the causes of stress or anxiety from our lives, but instead to temper or to alter our responses to them.  This short, simple book [Peace Is Every Step] was assigned reading, and it looked like a welcome relief from the heavier reading I was doing for other classes.  

I raced through the short essays, each one a meditation.  But the simplicity of Thich Nhat Hanh is deceptive.  His language, his imagery caught me, slowed me down.  

In the fourth meditation I read,

Breathing in, I calm my body.

Breathing out, I smile.

Dwelling in the present moment,

I know this is a wonderful moment!

And I tried it.  Breathing in, I calm my body.  Breathing out, I smile. [do it with me]  I tried it while I was reading.  I tried it while I was driving to work.  I tried it from time to time during the day.  Breathing in, I calm my body.  Breathing out, I smile.  Just for a moment, it would slow me down.  Just for a moment, the anxiety would back off and be replaced by calm.  The effect didn’t last for long – not much longer than a breath.  But it was so simple.  So powerful.  Peace and happiness are available in every moment.  Peace is every step. 

The peace-teachings of Thich Nhat Hanh were forged not in the calm beauty of Plum Village in France, but in the crucible of war in Vietnam.  As early as 1963, Buddhists in South Vietnam, under president Diem who was a Catholic, began to experience government restrictions on public celebrations and practices of their faith, despite the fact that 80% of the population were Buddhist.  In April, 1963, Buddhist flags flown in the streets of Hue as part of a celebration of Buddha’s birthday were torn down.  When a crowd gathered to protest this and other slights, government troops fired on the crowd, killing seven children and a woman. When Buddhist monks and nuns as well as common citizens appealed in outrage to their government for “greater freedom to practice their faith,” their demands were ignored and their leaders were jailed.  By November of that year, there were 75,000 political prisoners in South Vietnam, many of them Buddhist monks.  

Thich Nhat Hanh was not jailed.  Thirty-seven years old in 1963, he was an ordained Buddhist monk, teacher, writer, editor, and poet.  As a student, he had lobbied his teachers to broaden the curriculum to include more emphasis on philosophy, literature, and foreign languages. He had studied at Saigon University and at Princeton, and had lectured on Contemporary Buddhism at Columbia, in New York.  He was a voice for peace in the midst of rising polarization; a voice for understanding in the midst of rising hostility.  His title, “Thich,” is the name used by all Buddhist monks and nuns to identify the school of Buddhism in which they are trained.  His name, Nhat Hanh, which he took upon ordination in 1949, means “one action;” he believed that he needed to concentrate on one thing.  Increasingly in articles, books, poems, in the establishment of a Buddhist University and the School of Youth for Social Service, the one thing that Thich Nhat Hanh concentrated on was peace.

In Vietnam in the 1960s, this focus on peace qualified Thich Nhat Hanh as a radical.  American military power first backed and then supplanted the army of South Vietnam (through two coups and domestic upheaval within Vietnam) in a determined effort to defeat the Communist government in North Vietnam.  From the American point of view, there was no choice but to pursue victory; anything less would be perceived as a defeat for U.S. interests and a victory for the Communists.  From the point of view of the common people, the war was an unmitigated disaster.  By 1966, it was estimated that an average of two South Vietnamese civilians were killed for every Viet Cong.  In a 1967 book, Vietnam: Lotus in a Sea of Fire, Thich Nhat Hanh wrote, “The majority of the peasants take little or no interest in the problems of communism or anticommunism.  They are direct victims of the war.  …  The spirit of patriotism among the peasants is very high.  They are not informed about world history or ideological struggles; that they see is a large force of Westerners doing their best to kill their fellow countrymen, many of whom previously fought against the French.  The peasants do not see the victims of the American military effort as dead Communists, but as dead patriots.”  [quoted in “Thich Nhat Hanh and the Unified Buddhist Church” by Sallie B. King.  Chapter 9 in Engaged Buddhism: Buddhist Liberation Movements in Asia. p. 331.]  Thich Nhat Hanh was part of a growing chorus of Vietnamese Buddhists calling for Vietnamese neutrality, for a negotiated end to the war, for peace.  His collection of poetry was banned in both North and South Vietnam.  Its title: Prayers for the White Dove of Peace to Appear.

This engagement of Buddhists – leaders and lay practitioners – in the affairs of politics was in and of itself revolutionary.  Traditional Buddhism – the Buddhism in which Thich Nhat Hanh was trained and to which he was heir – is a remarkably unworldly religion.  The focus is inward and individual, a discipline of becoming aware of the essential transience and impermanence of all matter, all feelings and sensations, all those things which we are inclined to think of as being “real.”  The Four Noble Truths at the heart of Buddhist teachings can be summarized quite simply.  First, all life as we know it entails suffering.  Second, the cause of suffering is craving, attachment, trying to hold on to what is essentially transient and impermanent – be it a loved one, the feeling of happiness (or sadness), an idea or a way of looking at the world, your youth, your health, or even your life.  Third, it is possible to end suffering by disengaging oneself from craving or attachment.  And, fourth, the way to end suffering, to disengage from attachment, is by practicing eight disciplines – the Eightfold Noble Path – described in the teachings of The Buddha, a title which means “the one who is awake.”  The Buddha, Gautama Siddartha, is believed to have been born around 563BCE, to have achieved enlightenment – a deep and intuitive understanding of the Noble Truths and the ways of living that can lead to the extinguishment of craving or attachment – and then to have taught this truth for forty-five years until his death at age 80.  What we know of his teachings is the record of what was handed down by his disciples, recorded in writings known as the Dhammapada, and ratified by the experience of more than 300 million Buddhists in the world today, and millions more in the 2500 years since the Buddha “woke up.”

But Max Weber, German sociologist, characterized Buddhism as “the most radical form of salvation-striving conceivable, [whose] salvation is a solely personal act of the single individual.”  And contemporary scholar of religion Bardwell Smith has written, “the primary goal of Buddhism is not a stable order or a just society but the discovery of genuine freedom (or awakening) by each person.” [both quoted in “Introduction” by Christopher S. Queen in Engaged Buddhism: Buddhist Liberation Movements in Asia. p. 17.]
Into this intensely personal, highly individual spiritual practice, Thich Nhat Hanh introduced a new dimension, something akin to altruism.  Compassion is one word for it, and it is firmly rooted in the ancient Buddhist teaching of non-duality: there is ultimately no distinction between myself and any other thing or person in the world; in truth, even the concept of “self” is misleading and inaccurate, and so is the concept of “other.”  My goal, then, is to free myself from my attachment to the idea of a separate self, to learn to identify as closely as possible with every other being, for we are all part of the very same reality, interconnected, interdependent.  Thich Nhat Hanh’s term for this existential interrelatedness is ínterbeing.  As I begin to identify with the suffering of others, I am increasingly able to experience their suffering as my own.  And if the goal of Buddhism is to remove suffering, then compassion impels me to act to remove all suffering.  Thich Nhat Hanh’s term for this revisioned Buddhism, with its imperative for action in the world, is “engaged Buddhism,” or “socially engaged Buddhism.”

In Vietnam in the 1960s, engaged Buddhism meant action to bring about an end to war – not by backing one side against another, but by working for peace.  To Thich Nhat Hanh, North Vietnamese and American soldiers were victims of the war just as South Vietnamese peasants were.  He strove to identify as much with the victim as with the victimizer.  One of his poems was used as a peace song: 


Our enemy has the name of hatred


Our enemy has the name of inhumanity


Our enemy has the name of anger


Our enemy has the name of ideology

Our enemy wears the mask of freedom

Our enemy is dressed in lies

Our enemy bears empty words

Our enemy is the effort to divide us.

Our enemy is not man.

If we kill man, with whom shall we live? 

[quoted in “Thich Nhat Hanh and the Unified Buddhist Church”

 by Sallie B. King.  Chapter 9 in Engaged Buddhism: Buddhist Liberation 

Movements in Asia. p. 335.]  

Writing about Thich Nhat Hanh in a 1996 book called Engaged Buddhism: Buddhist Liberation Movements in Asia, Buddhist scholar Sallie B. King states that “the desire to put an end to the suffering of the powerless was the deepest motivation of the Buddhist antiwar activists.” [Engaged Buddhism: Buddhist Liberation Movements in Asia, p. 332].  But the practice of taking on, taking in, and working to remove suffering everywhere challenges and drains us.  The practices of meditation and mindfulness are essential to the social activist, to cultivate awareness, compassion, serenity, peace.  To do this work, we need to be alive in the present moment.  We empty our minds of thinking.  We release our grip on the things that we are attached to.  We cultivate peace within ourselves, so that we may be peace in the world.  We focus on the simplest, most fundamental truths: 

Breathing in, I calm my body.

Breathing out, I smile.

Dwelling in the present moment,

I know this is a wonderful moment!

[pause]

When I breathe in, I’ll breathe in peace.

When I breathe out, I’ll breathe out love.
In 1966, as the war in Vietnam was ramping up, Thich Nhat Hanh traveled to nineteen western countries, including the United States, to try to influence public opinion, to bring about an end to the war.  Sallie King relates an incident that reveals the shape and the style of his teaching:

“After [Thich] Nhat Hanh addressed an audience in St. Louis, a man rose during the question period to scornfully ask [him] why he was there, in the United States, if he cared so much for his people and their suffering.  [Thich] Nhat Hanh’s reply was, ‘If you want the tree to grow, it won’t help to water the leaves.  You have to water the roots.  Many of the roots of the war are here, in your country.  To help the people who are to be bombed, to try to protect them from this suffering, I have to come here.”[ Engaged Buddhism: Buddhist Liberation Movements in Asia. p. 347.]  

By the end of the tour, it was clear that if he returned to Vietnam, he would very likely be assassinated or imprisoned.  And so he began a life in exile in the west, not to see Vietnam again until 2005.

In a sense, Thich Nhat Hanh has served as an ambassador to the West, a spokesman for engaged Buddhism for the past 45 years.  His message is a message of peace, and of mindfulness as a path to peace.  He travels, teaches, works on behalf of refugees worldwide, and writes.  He has published more than 100 books, more than 40 of them in English. [http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thich_Nhat_Hanh].  Let us close, then with his own words, from the closing essay in the book Peace Is Every Step, published in 1991.  “There has been so much suffering in the twentieth century: two world wars, concentration camps in Europe, the killing fields of Cambodia, refugees from Vietnam, Central America, and elsewhere fleeing their countries with no place to land. … We need to use the suffering of the twentieth century as compost, so that together we can create flowers for the twenty-first century.  The flower of tolerance to see and appreciate cultural differences is one flower we can cultivate….  Another flower is the truth of suffering….  If we are willing to work together and learn together, we can all benefit from the mistakes of our time, and, seeing with the eyes of compassion and understanding, we can offer the next century a beautiful garden and a clear path.” [Peace Is Every Step. Pp 133-4]. 
Take a moment now, in silence, to look inward with eyes of compassion and understanding.  

The bell will lead us into silence, and music will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music

May it be so.

