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Chapter One

What is True Peace?




True peace is always possible. Yet it requires strength and practice, particularly in times of great difficulty. To some, peace and nonviolence are synonymous with passivity and weakness. In truth, practicing peace and nonviolence is far from passive. To practice peace, to make peace alive in us, is to actively cultivate understanding, love, and compassion, even in the face of misperception and conflict. Practicing peace, especially in times of war, requires courage.

All of us can practice nonviolence. We begin by recognizing that, in the depths of our consciousness, we have both the seeds of compassion and the seeds of violence. We become aware that our mind is like a garden that contains all kinds of seeds: seeds of understanding, seeds of forgiveness, seeds of mindfulness, and also seeds of ignorance, fear, and hatred. We realize that, at any given moment, we can behave with either violence or compassion, depending on the strength of these seeds within us.

When the seeds of anger, violence, and fear are watered in us several times a day, they will grow stronger. Then we are unable to be happy, unable to accept ourselves; we suffer and we make those around us suffer. Yet when we know how to cultivate the seeds of love, compassion, and understanding in us every day, those seeds will become stronger, and the seeds of violence and hatred will become weaker and weaker. We know that if we water the seeds of anger, violence, and fear in us, we will lose our peace and our stability. We will suffer and we will make those around us suffer. But if we cultivate the seeds of compassion, we nourish peace within us and around us. With this understanding, we are already on the path of creating peace.

The teachings of this book are offered to help anyone who aspires to lead a life of nonviolence. These practices are the living legacy of the Buddha and of my ancestral teachers. They are as powerful today as they were at the time of the Buddha’s awakening, 2,600 years ago. Together, they form a practical manual of peace—for you, your family, your community, and the world. At this time, with so much conflict in the world, I am offering this book to help us realize that violence is not inevitable. Peace is there for us in every moment. It is our choice.

The Nature of War

In 1946, during the French-Indochina War, I was a novice monk at the Tu Hieu Temple in Hue, central Vietnam. At that time, the city of Hue was occupied by the French army. One day, two French soldiers arrived at our temple. While one stayed in the jeep outside the temple gate, the other came in, carrying a gun, and demanded all of our rice. We had only one sack of rice for all the monks and he wanted to take it away. The soldier was young, about twenty, and hungry. He looked thin and pale, as if he had malaria, which I also had at that time. I had to obey his order to carry our heavy bag of rice to the jeep. It was a long distance, and as I staggered under the bag’s precious weight, anger and unhappiness rose up in me. They were taking the little rice we had, leaving our community without any food. Later, to my relief, I learned that one of the older monks had buried a large container of rice on the temple grounds, deep in the earth.

Many times over the years I have meditated on this French soldier. I have seen that, in his teens, he had to leave his parents, brothers, sisters, and friends to travel across the world to Vietnam, where he faced the horrors of killing my countrymen or being killed. I have often wondered whether the soldier survived and was able to return home to his parents. It is very likely that he did not survive. The French-Indochina War lasted many years, ending only with the French defeat at Dien Bien Phu and the Geneva Accord in 1954. After looking deeply, I came to realize that the Vietnamese were not the only victims of the war; the French soldiers were victims as well. With this insight, I no longer had any anger toward the young soldier. Compassion for him was born in me, and I only wished him well.

I did not know the French soldier’s name and he did not know mine, but when we met we were already enemies. He came and was prepared to kill me for our food, and I had to comply with his order to protect myself and my fellow monks. The two of us were not, by nature, enemies. Under different circumstances, we could have become close friends, even loving each other as brothers. It was only the war that separated us and brought violence between us.

This is the nature of war: it turns us into enemies. People who have never met kill each other out of fear. War creates so much suffering—children become orphans, entire cities and villages are destroyed. All who suffer through these conflicts are victims. Coming from a background of such devastation and suffering, having experienced the French-Indochina War and the Vietnam War, I have the deep aspiration to prevent war from ever happening again.

It is my prayer that nations will no longer send their young people to fight each other, not even in the name of peace. I do not accept the concept of a war for peace, a “just war,” as I also cannot accept the concept of “just slavery,” “just hatred,” or “just racism.” During the wars in Vietnam, my friends and I declared ourselves neutral; we took no sides and we had no enemies, North or South, French, American, or Vietnamese. We saw that the first victim of war is the person who perpetrates it. As Mahatma Gandhi said, “An eye for an eye only makes the whole world blind.”

The Nature of Peace

During the war in Vietnam, those of us who practiced nonviolence learned that it is truly possible to live happily and free from hatred, even among people who hate us. But to do so, we need to be calm, to see clearly what the real situation is and what it is not, and then to wake up and act with courage. Peace is not simply the absence of violence; it is the cultivation of understanding, insight, and compassion, combined with action. Peace is the practice of mindfulness, the practice of being aware of our thoughts, our actions, and the consequences of our actions. Mindfulness is at once simple and profound. When we are mindful and cultivate compassion in our daily lives, we diminish violence each day. We have a positive effect on our family, friends, and society.

Some people think there is a difference between mindfulness and meditation, but this is not correct. The practice of mindfulness is simply to bring awareness into each moment of our lives. Mindful living is an art. You do not have to be a monk or live in a monastery to practice mindfulness. You can practice it anytime, while driving your car or doing housework. Driving in mindfulness will make the time in your car joyful, and it will also help you avoid accidents. You can use the red traffic light as a signal of mindfulness, reminding you to stop and enjoy your breathing. Similarly, when you do the dishes after dinner, you can practice mindful breathing so the time of dish washing is pleasant and meaningful. Do not feel you have to rush. If you hurry, you waste the time of dish washing. The time you spend washing dishes and doing all your other everyday tasks is precious. It is a time for being alive. When you practice mindful living, peace will bloom during your daily activities.

Please use the guided meditations in this book to help you practice mindfulness and nonviolence. You can use these practices individually, and you and your family can enjoy them together. These step-by-step meditations help us to calm our emotions and to see our “interbeing”—to see that there is no separation between you and me, between you and any other person, to see that we all “inter-are.” As my friend Martin Luther King Jr. wrote, “All life is interrelated. We are all caught in an in-escapable network of mutuality, tied into a single garment of destiny.”

The spiritual teachings of all traditions help us cultivate the seeds of compassion, nonviolence, inclusiveness, and reconciliation. They show us the way out of fear and conflict: Hatred cannot be stopped by hatred. Violence should not be responded to with violence. The only way out of violence and conflict is for us to embrace the practice of peace, to think and act with compassion, love, and understanding. Yet many of us have lost faith in these teachings and think that they are unrealistic and outdated. Instead, we invest ourselves in the pursuit of fame and wealth, thinking that these will make us happy. When we are honest with ourselves and look deeply into our hearts, however, we will see that even if we had unlimited wealth and power, we could still live in fear. The only way out of violence and conflict is for us to embrace the practice of peace, to think and act with compassion, love, and understanding.

A Personal Peace Treaty

Included in these pages are examples of agreements that you can make with yourself, your partner, and your family. These treaties commit us to practice reconciliation and communication with loved ones, friends, colleagues, and other people with whom we live and work. They are concrete commitments to transform our lives.

To make a personal peace treaty we can write: “Dear Self, I promise to practice and live my daily life in a way that will not touch or water the seed of violence within me.” We are determined in every moment to protect ourselves from negative thinking and to nourish loving-kindness within us. We can also share this commitment with our beloved ones. We can go to our partner, our son or daughter, and say, “My dear, my beloved one, if you really love me, please do not water the seed of violence in me. Please water the seed of compassion in me. I promise to do the same for you.”

You can honor this commitment in many ways. You can avoid situations that make you angry or create conflict with others. For instance, when you read a magazine you may encounter ideas and images that water the seeds of hatred and fear in you. Or while you are conversing with someone, the discussion may make you upset and you may feel anger rise up in you. During these moments, your practice is to become aware that the inner seeds of anger, fear, and hatred are being watered and that these emotions can lead to violence in your thinking, in your speech, and in your actions. Please put away any reading material that does not nurture love and understanding. Please avoid taking part in conversations that water negative seeds in you. Let your beloved ones know how they can support you in preventing irritation and anger from growing in you.

In a similar way, you can support your beloved ones in the practice of peace. When they share with you what makes them sad, angry, or depressed, take note, and with kindness act in their best interests. Try to avoid doing or saying things that you know will water the seeds of conflict within them. This is a concrete, intelligent way to practice peace.

Many young people alive today have not endured the great pain of war. They do not remember the horrors brought about by mass violence. We must help our children awaken to the fact that they have within themselves the capacity for violence and war as well as the capacity for caring and loving-kindness. With mindfulness, we must also teach our children concrete practices that nourish the positive seeds within them and avoid strengthening the negative seeds of anger, craving, and fear. We should begin this learning process when our children are young so that as they grow they have the strength and skill to be calm and to act nonviolently and insightfully.

Before he died, the Buddha instructed his disciples, “Be a lamp unto yourself.” In this way, he urges each of us to light the lamp of mindfulness in our own hearts. My dear friends, let us practice energetically so that we may light the way of peace for our beloved ones, for our society, and for future generations.

From Commitment to Action

As a young monk at the Buddhist Institute in Vietnam in the 1940s, I had a deep aspiration to put into action the beautiful teachings of the Buddha that I had received. I had become a monk because of my ideals of service and compassion, but I was deeply disappointed that I had not found the opportunity to express those ideals in the monastic life as we lived it then.

At that time, our country was under foreign rule. We lived in the midst of war and oppression. Yet the teachings and practice offered to us at the Buddhist Institute did not seem to correspond to the reality of our situation. Many of us young people wanted to help others and to respond to the injustice in our society. Many were attracted by Communism because it seemed that the Communist Party offered a real chance to serve our people. So many young people joined the Communists with this sincere aspiration and a beautiful desire to help only to find themselves fighting and killing their own brothers and sisters.

Fortunately, at that time I was in touch with the writings and teachings of some senior Buddhist monks who showed me the path of peace and nonviolence in the Buddhist tradition. I left the Buddhist Institute because I did not find an appropriate teaching and practice there for responding to the reality of life in Vietnam, but I did not leave monastic life. I stayed a monk and over time, together with like-minded friends, created a small community that combined the practice of mindfulness and dwelling peacefully in the moment with social work. In this way, we helped to initiate the movement of Engaged Buddhism, and our community offered support to the people and villages suffering from the war and political oppression.

Words and thoughts concerning compassionate action that are not put into practice are like beautiful flowers that are colorful but have no fragrance. The practice of mindfulness is already the action of peace. The practice of mindfulness has the power to transform us and to affect the whole world. We have to practice the cultivation of peace individually and in our relationships. We need to practice peace with our partner, children, friends, neighbors, and society. Only this kind of practice will allow the flower of peace to take root in our families, in our communities, and in the world. Each one of us can draw from the wisdom of his or her own spiritual tradition—whether it is Judaism, Islam, Christianity, Buddhism, or any other.

We must examine the way we consume, the way we work, the way we treat people in order to see whether our daily life expresses the spirit of peace and reconciliation, or whether we are doing the opposite. This is the practice of deep looking that will make peace possible in our daily life. There is hope for future generations only if we can put into practice our deep aspiration for a culture of peace and nonviolence. If we cannot take practical measures to bring about a global ethic of nonviolence, we will not have enough strength to face and deal with the difficulties we will encounter in this new century. We can do this. True peace is possible.

Dear Reader, as you read this book, please do so with the understanding that peace is already here and now. It is already a part of you. Please read these pages slowly and calmly, so that the very act of reading is peace. Remember, the practice of peace always begins right here, right now.









Chapter Two

Turning Arrows into

Flowers

Practicing Inner Transformation




Violence is never far. It is possible to identify the seeds of violence in our everyday thoughts, speech, and actions. We can find these seeds in our own minds, in our attitudes, and in our fears and anxieties about ourselves and others. Thinking itself can be violent, and violent thoughts can lead us to speak and act violently. In this way, the violence in our minds manifests in the world.

The daily wars that occur within our thoughts and within our families have everything to do with the wars fought between peoples and nations throughout the world. The conviction that we know the truth and that those who do not share our beliefs are wrong has caused a lot of harm. When we believe something to be the absolute truth, we have become caught in our own views. If we believe, for instance, that Buddhism is the only way to happiness, we may be practicing a kind of violence by discriminating against and excluding those who follow other spiritual paths. When we are caught in our views, we are not seeing and understanding in accord with reality. Being caught in our views can be very dangerous and block the opportunity for us to gain a deeper wisdom.

We usually think of violence and war as an act or event with a definite beginning and a definite end. But when we look into the true nature of war, we see that, whether war breaks out or not, the seeds of war are already here. We do not have to wait until war is officially declared to recognize its presence. When the opposing armies have left the battlefield and gone home, it seems that war no longer exists, but that may not really be true. The war may still be there. Although the fighting has ended, hatred and fear are still there in the hearts and minds of the soldiers and the soldiers’ fellow citizens. The war is there, yes, and if we look around we will recognize its many faces: religious intolerance, ethnic hatred, child neglect, racial discrimination, and exploitation of the world’s resources. But we also know that the seeds of peace, understanding, and love are there and that they will grow if we cultivate them.

When we recognize the violence that has taken root within us, in the everyday way we think, speak, and act, we can wake up and live in a new way. We can make a strong determination to live mindfully, to live in peace. Shining the light of awareness on the roots of violence within our own hearts and thoughts, we can stop the war where it begins, in our minds. Stopping the war in our minds and in our hearts, we will surely know how to stop the war outside.

Turning Arrows into Flowers

The night before his enlightenment, the Buddha was attacked by Mara, the Tempter, the Evil One. Mara and his army of demons shot thousands of arrows at the Buddha, but as the arrows neared him, they turned into flowers and fell harmlessly at his feet.

This is a powerful image. We can all practice so that we can receive the violent words and actions aimed at us and, like the Buddha, transform them into flowers. The power of understanding and compassion gives us the ability to do this. We can all make flowers out of arrows.

During the war in Vietnam, one of my closest students, Sister Chan Khong, who was also a professor at a university in Saigon, wrote a petition for peace. She persuaded seventy of her fellow teachers to sign it. Shortly afterward, there were widespread attacks on South Vietnam by troops from the North, and the atmosphere became very tense. As a result, the local authorities made a public broadcast calling all the professors who had signed the petition to come to the Ministry of Education to sign a statement recanting their support for the peace petition. All of the professors except Sister Chan Khong complied.

The Sister was called in to speak with the minister himself, who said that if she did not withdraw her statement for peace, she would lose her position at the university and possibly be put in jail. Using her mindfulness training, Sister Chan Khong calmed her emotions and declared that she was determined to bear all responsibility for her act of initiating the petition. Then, she said, “Mr. Minister, as a teacher I believe the most important thing we can do during this time of killing and confusion is to speak out with courage, understanding, and love. That is a precious gift that we can give to our students. That is what I did. You, the Minister of Education, were a teacher, too, before having a high position in the government. You are like a big brother to us younger teachers.”

When he heard this, the minister’s heart softened. He understood and apologized and did not take any more action against Sister Chan Khong.

It is possible to water the seed of compassion even in such a situation of adversity. When we see clearly with the eyes and heart of understanding and compassion, we no longer feel that we are the victims of the other’s violence. We can even open the heart of the person we feel is trying to hurt us. We can turn our enemies into friends.

As you begin your practice of nonviolence, this may seem very difficult to do. You become aware that violence is all around you. You become aware of the seeds of anger, fear, and hatred in your own consciousness. You may feel a huge block of suffering inside you and feel that you are unable to transform the anger and fear within you and the violence that is directed at you. For many of us this is the situation. We have allowed violence to accumulate in us for too long because we have had no strategy to deal with it. When we cannot handle our suffering, we spew forth our frustration and pain onto those around us. We are victims of our own suffering, but because we do not know how to handle it, we hurt others while we are in pain. We—each of us—must become responsible for our own pain and work to transform it in order to save ourselves and those we love.

As you begin to transform your own inner pain, you also transform other people’s anger and hatred into flowers. You soon see that arrows shot at you come out of other people’s pain. You do not feel injured by their arrows or actions; instead, you have only compassion. Your compassion transforms the speech and actions of the other person. Together these practices provide real self-protection, which is necessary before we can protect others.

Every time you smile away your irritation and anger, you achieve a victory for yourself and for humanity. Your smile is like the smile of the Buddha when he defeated Mara. Mara is within us in the form of suspicion, jealousy, and misperception, but with a good understanding of yourself and others, you will avoid getting caught by Mara and making mistakes. Instead of watering the seeds of violence, you will cultivate the seeds of compassion and bring relief to yourself and others.

Recognizing Everyday Violence,

Acknowledging Our Suffering

An attitude of openness, the willingness to recognize and accept the diversity of human experience and the spiritual values of other traditions and cultures, is essential in the practice of nonviolence. We create true peace when we are inclusive of others. Yet inclusion and nonattachment to our opinions are sometimes difficult to practice. Exclusion, getting caught by our views, is a deep-seated habit that arises from fear and misunderstanding of others. To transform our habit of excluding others, we must practice and develop understanding and compassion in all parts of our life.

In some countries people are educated with force or violently indoctrinated against their wills. Many political regimes forbid their citizens to say or think anything other than official government propaganda. In these societies, there is no freedom of thought, expression, or action. This suppression is a kind of psychological violence. Many hundreds of millions of people in the world live in environments like this.

Unfortunately, many families operate in a similar way. For instance, in some cultures, boys are told by their fathers and society, “Men do not cry.” They are taught to suppress their feelings, which is another subtle form of violence. As human beings, we suffer, and we should be allowed to acknowledge our feelings and, when we need to, say that we are hurting. We should allow ourselves to cry. Otherwise, we may become sick from suppressing our feelings.

When we hold back our feelings and ignore our pain, we are committing violence against ourselves. The practice of nonviolence is to be here, to be present, and to recognize our own pain or despair. We do not make war on our feelings or reject them, but just recognize, embrace, and transform them. When anger or fear is present in us, we bring awareness to it. We smile to it and call it by its true name. Hello, my fear, I know you are there. We can follow our mindful breathing to help calm our feeling. Breathing in, I am aware fear is present in me. Breathing out, I calm my feeling of fear.

When we don’t acknowledge our feelings, the violence we do to ourselves builds up within us. It can push us to lash out in anger, say destructive things, and hurt those around us, especially those who cannot defend themselves, our children. As parents and members of a community, we have to learn how to handle our anger without venting frustration on our children. Many families have been broken by violent speech, which has arisen out of the accumulation of violence inherited from parents, friends, and society.

Children accumulate emotional violence in both their bodies and their minds. If they do not know how to transform it, they may express it harmfully and lash out at others. Or, if they do not recognize it, they may repress it, creating a bomb, within themselves. Eventually, they direct the violence they feel at themselves in self-destructive ways. Many children feel they have no way to escape their pain, so they take drugs, abandon school, engage in reckless sex, or even commit suicide. Or they inflict suffering on themselves to punish those they believe have made them suffer. It is important to recognize our children’s suffering and to act with compassion in order to help them recognize their feelings of anger, isolation, and fear. We can help them learn to be mindful. The energy of mindfulness is like a balm that can soothe and heal the wounds of hatred and suffering.

We are the continuation of our ancestors. We contain all the beautiful qualities and actions of our ancestors and also all their painful qualities. Knowing this, we can try our best to continue what is good and beautiful in our ancestors, and we will practice to transform the violence and pain passed down to us from so many generations. We know that we practice peace not only for ourselves but for the benefit of all our ancestors and all our descendants.

Key Mindfulness Practices

That Cultivate Peace

Mindfulness is the foundation of happiness. A person who is unhappy cannot make peace. Individual happiness is the foundation for creating peace in the world. To bring about peace, our hearts must be peace.

Mindfulness is the practice of stopping and becoming aware of what we are thinking and doing. The more we are mindful of our thoughts, speech, and actions, the more concentration we develop. With concentration, insight into the nature of our own suffering and the suffering of others arises. We then know what to do and what not to do in order to live joyfully and in peace with our surroundings.

Two important practices that help us cultivate the energy of mindfulness are mindful breathing and mindful walking. Our breath and our steps are always with us, and we can use these simple everyday acts to calm our emotions and nourish our joy.

Mindful Breathing

To breathe in mindfully is to be aware that air is entering our body, and to breathe out mindfully is to know that air is leaving our body. The moment our mind is attentive to the contact between our body and the air, we are also in contact with our mind, just as it is. It takes only one conscious breath to be in touch with ourselves and the world around us. Then, with each mindful breath, ease is restored to our body and mind.

Exercise for Mindful Breathing

To practice mindful breathing, just observe the natural rhythm of your breath. Please do so without forcing it to be longer, deeper, or slower. With attention and a little time, your breath will deepen naturally on its own. Occasionally, your mind will wander off. Our practice is simply to take note of this distraction and to bring our attention gently back to our breath. If you like, you may use the sentences listed here to help you in focusing your attention. During the duration of several in and out breaths, follow your breath from beginning to end. Use the keywords at the end of each pair of sentences to help you maintain your awareness:


	Breathing in, I am aware only of my in breath. Breathing out, I am aware only of my out breath…In, Out

	Breathing in, I am aware that my in breath grows deep. Breathing out, I am aware that my out breath grows deep…Deep, Deep

	Breathing in, I am aware that my in breath goes slowly. Breathing out, I am aware that my out breath goes slowly…Slow, Slow



You can practice mindful breathing in any situation: while sitting, lying down, standing, driving, or working. Breathing consciously will bring more awareness and concentration to whatever you are doing.

Mindful Walking

Mindful walking is the simple act of being aware that you are walking. Instead of being carried away by your thinking, worries, or anxieties about the future or regrets about the past, dwell fully in the present moment, fully aware of each step you make. With each step, arrive in the present moment. You have already truly arrived, why are you still running? Whether you are walking down a street, into a building, or just from one side of a room to the other, be aware of the contact between your feet and the ground. Notice how many steps you make comfortably during an in breath and during an out breath. As you breathe in, say to yourself, “In,” with each step you take. As you breathe out, say to yourself, “Out,” with each step you take. You can practice walking meditation anytime during the day.

Mindful breathing and mindful walking are concrete ways to bring the practice of peace into your life. Using them helps you to defuse harmful emotions, calm and concentrate your mind, and bring yourself back to the present moment, where life is truly available.

By practicing mindful breathing and walking, we lay the foundation for mindful communication.

Speaking and Listening with Compassion

Today, communication between individuals, families, and nations has become very difficult. However, there are concrete ways to train ourselves to communicate nonviolently so that compassion for one another is awakened and mutual understanding becomes possible again.

Speaking and listening with compassion are the essential practices of nonviolent communication. Mindful communication means to be aware of what we are saying and to use conscious, loving speech. It also means listening deeply to the other person to hear what is being said and what is not being said. We can use these methods in any situation, at any time, wherever we are.

For our body to be healthy, our heart must pump a constant flow of blood. For our relationships to be healthy, we need a constant flow of mindful communication. Yet many people find it difficult to communicate effectively because they have so much frustration and anger built up inside. Even when we come to another person with sincere goodwill and the intention to listen, if we are unable to use calm, loving speech, there is no hope that the other person will hear us and understand what we are trying to say. We may intend to use calm and loving speech, but often as we start speaking, our pain, despair, and fear emerge. In spite of our best intentions, we start to blame, complain, and judge harshly. Our speech begins to reverberate with the kind of energy that turns people against us because they cannot bear to hear what we are saying. Communication breaks down. When this happens, we need to learn, or to relearn, how to communicate.

How then do we reach the point where we are able to listen deeply to one another and to use loving speech? To do this, we first have to practice taking care of our own pain and anger. By practicing mindful breathing and mindful walking, we strengthen the energy of mindfulness within us. We may need to practice and train ourselves for several weeks, or even several months, before we can overcome our pain and use loving speech. When our mindfulness is strong, it is much easier to look deeply into a situation and to give rise to understanding and compassion. With the energy of mindfulness, we can overcome our pain and use loving speech.

The same is true about our ability to listen deeply. If we have not been able to embrace and transform our own hurt and anger, it will be difficult to listen to another person’s suffering, especially if the other person’s speech is full of negative judgments, misperceptions, and blaming. In our heart, we know that listening is what we should do, and no doubt we have often tried our best. Yet frequently, after a few minutes, we no longer can bear to listen to even one more word. We feel overwhelmed. Even though we have vowed that, regardless of the provocations or unjust assertions, we would stay and listen with compassion, we just cannot do it. Our good intentions evaporate because we are unable to handle the pain welling up within ourselves.

Yet if we can prevail and listen for only one hour, the other person will obtain a great deal of relief. Listening with an open heart, we are able to keep compassion alive. Then we give the other person a real chance to express his or her feelings.

Such listening requires training and practice. Along with the practices of mindful breathing and mindful walking, the following meditation can help transform the seeds of anger and irritation in us and allow us to open our hearts to listen with love and compassion to the other person.

Meditation for Compassionate Listening


	Breathing in, I know that I am breathing in. Breathing out, I know that I am breathing out…In, Out

	Breathing in, I calm my body. Breathing out, I smile…Calm, Smile

	Breathing in, I know I have suffered. Breathing out, I smile with compassion…My suffering, Compassionate smile

	Breathing in, I know you have suffered. Breathing out, I smile with compassion…Your suffering, Compassionate smile

	Breathing in, I know we both suffer. Breathing out, I want us both to have a new chance…Our suffering, A new chance

	Breathing in, I listen. Breathing out, I hear…Listening, Hearing

	Breathing in, I hear your bitterness. Breathing out, I embrace you in my heart…Bitterness, Embrace you

	Breathing in, I hear your wrong perception. Breathing out, I do not burn with anger…Wrong perception, Not burning

	Breathing in, I know I have made you suffer. Breathing out, I am sorry…You suffered, I am sorry

	Breathing in, I open my heart. Breathing out, in my heart there is room for you…Opening my heart, Room for you

	Breathing in, I want to be happy. Breathing out, I want you to be happy…My happiness, Your happiness

	Breathing in, I see us happy. Breathing out, that is all I want…Our happiness, Is all I want



At least one person in every family should be capable of loving communication. It can be a brother, sister, father, or mother. Is there someone in your family who can embody this kind of practice, someone who can help other family members practice deep listening and loving speech? Can you be this person? Can you be this person with your friends, in your church, synagogue, sangha, or community, or where you work? Perhaps there is a teacher in your child’s school who listens with compassion and speaks without anger or judgment. The person who practices loving speech and deep listening is practicing peace. He or she opens the door for understanding, peace, and reconciliation to enter our hearts, our families, and our society.

In schools, in Congress, in city halls, in statehouses, we need people capable of practicing deep listening and loving speech. Unfortunately many of us have lost this capacity. To have peace, we must first have understanding, and understanding is not possible without gentle, loving communication. Therefore, restoring communication is an essential practice for peace. Communication is the foundation, the flowering of our practice of nonviolence.

The practice of mindful communication can also help us teach our children how to protect themselves and at the same time show them our faith in them. We can say, “My child, you will suffer if you speak in this way, and that is why you should be careful.” Our children will understand. Trust in your children’s wisdom and set a good example. If we as parents listen and speak mindfully, our children will learn to do the same. If we smoke, our children will smoke; if we drink alcohol, our children will also. If we talk and act violently, our children will, likewise, learn to be violent. We each have the responsibility to show the way of nonviolence, the way of compassion. We have to teach others by our way of living, not just by our words. If you do not know how to handle the anger and violence in yourself, it is impossible to help someone else, even your own child. Nonviolent action can be born only from nonviolent living.

When we see someone, especially a child, say or do something that is not to our liking, we easily become irritated. If our understanding and compassion are not strong enough to protect us, we will allow that person’s behavior to provoke the seed of irritation within us. Consequently, what we say or do may be violent physically or emotionally. When you are irritated with someone else or with your child, you are not in a position to help or to teach him. At such a time, you have to refrain from saying or doing anything. Instead, please practice mindful walking, smiling, and mindful breathing and your peace and calm will be restored. When your calm has been restored, you will find the best way to approach the other person or your child and help her avoid doing or saying harmful things in the future. When you are lucid enough, you will not blame or punish but will handle the situation with understanding and love. This is taking good care of the seeds of anger and violence within you.

We all have the right to suffer, but none of us has the right not to practice. Our responsibility as humans is to transform our suffering in order to transform the suffering of those around us.

Transforming Your Suffering

To help befriend and embrace painful emotions, you may like to try the following meditations.

Smiling Meditation for Embracing and

Transforming Negative Emotions


	Breathing in, I am aware of my body. Breathing out, I smile to my body.

	Breathing in, I am aware of pain in my body. Breathing out, I smile to the pain in my body.

	Breathing in, I am aware of pain in my mind. Breathing out, I smile to the pain in my mind.

	Breathing in, I am aware of the feeling of fear in me. Breathing out, I smile to the feeling of fear in me.

	Breathing in, I am aware of the feeling of insecurity in me. Breathing out, I smile to the feeling of insecurity in me.

	Breathing in, I am aware of the feeling of sadness in me.

	Breathing out, I smile to the feeling of sadness in me.

	Breathing in, I am aware of the feeling of anger in me.

	Breathing out, I smile to the feeling of anger in me.

	Breathing in, I am aware of the feeling of jealousy in me.

	Breathing out, I smile to the feeling of jealousy in me.



When we have a positive feeling, we would like to keep that feeling as long as possible. The following meditation helps us to recognize and nourish the positive seeds within us:

Meditation for Embracing and

Nourishing Positive Emotions


	Breathing in, I experience calm in me. Breathing out, I smile to the calm in me.

	Breathing in, I experience joy in me. Breathing out, I smile to the joy in me.

	Breathing in, I experience equanimity in me. Breathing out, I smile to the equanimity in me.

	Breathing in, I experience openness in me. Breathing out, I smile to the openness in me.

	Breathing in, I experience happiness in me. Breathing out, I smile to the happiness in me.



Practices to Protect Ourselves

with Mindfulness

The practices in this chapter help to transform the seeds of violence within us and enable us to handle the violence directed at us. They help us to learn the art of protecting ourselves with mindfulness, which is the basis for being able to help others protect themselves. With these practices, your inner seed of violence stops growing, your seeds of compassion, equanimity, and loving-kindness increase. These are concrete practices you can use daily, throughout your life.

Learning the Earth’s Practice of Equanimity

The Buddha taught Rahula, his own young son who became a monk, that the Earth could receive and transform anything that is poured on it. If you put garbage or waste on the Earth, she will receive it without being offended or repulsed. If we pour perfume, milk, or fragrant water onto the Earth, she does not become proud or arrogant. The Earth can turn what appears to be the most repulsive substance into beautiful flowers or delicious vegetables in just a few weeks. It is the virtue of the Earth to receive everything—ugly or beautiful—with equanimity. We should practice like the Earth.

Sometimes, even those people to whom we are closest pour anger, hatred, and misperceptions on us. Maybe you cannot yet receive and transform the hatred, anger, and misperceptions that others pour on you and you fight back. But if you remember that you are a son or daughter of the Earth, you can learn to be as she is—strong, constant, steady.

Please go back to Mother Earth and learn her way of receiving and transforming everything with equanimity. Each time you suffer, touch the Earth in your mind and say, “Earth, I suffer so much; please help me to receive this.” You are not separate from her; you are the Earth herself. When you practice like this, you suffer less. When we learn the practice of equanimity from our mother Earth, we learn to accept all things. We do not suffer; we transform our pain, and on our face we have a loving smile for the person who has harmed us.

Recognizing Your Own Goodness: Your Buddha Nature

Sometimes a negative emotion arises in you and takes over. Something upsetting occupies your mind and you cannot let it go. Your feelings are like television channels; if you do not like the channel that is on, you can switch to another one. The Buddha called this the practice of “changing pegs,” replacing a negative emotion with a positive one. A peg is a big wooden nail that is used to fasten two pieces of wood together. If the old peg is rotten, you drive it out by hammering in a new one.

Sometimes, however, when you try to replace a strong negative emotion with more positive thoughts or feelings, the first emotion keeps coming back. This can cause a struggle inside you. In such a situation, another way of dealing with your suffering is to recognize your capacity for being calm, for having understanding, compassion, and peace. This is your true nature, your Buddha nature, the awakened nature in you. When you bring to mind these qualities of great compassion and understanding, you acknowledge their presence within you and you will immediately suffer less.

Buddha nature is not an abstract notion. It is a reality you can touch and experience. Buddha nature exists in every cell of our body. The cells of our body are not made up of only physical matter. Our body is matter and it is also a manifestation of consciousness. The one contains the all, and each cell contains everything else. The infinitely small contains the infinitely large. Every cell of our body contains all the talent, wisdom, goodness, and happiness of the Buddha, and also of all our spiritual and blood ancestors.

Of course, every cell also contains within it the seeds of hell, of violence: jealousy, anger, and other negative emotions. But we can practice so that hell does not overpower the energies of mindfulness, understanding, and loving-kindness in us. When you are suffering, you forget your Buddha nature, your goodness, and believe that within you is only suffering, only fear, turmoil, and hatred. Please, remember to trust in your Buddha nature.

The Buddha had to face his own fear as he traveled the path of awakening. After the Buddha had turned away the arrows of Mara and his army of demons and transformed them into flowers, Mara appeared two more times. Having failed to sow doubt and fear in the Buddha’s mind, Mara appeared to him in the form of the most beautiful of women, tempting him with desire in order to distract him from his purpose. The Buddha held up his hand and said, “You are just a distraction. You are not true.” With that, the woman disappeared. Having failed to fill the Buddha with doubts and fear or desire, Mara then offered him unlimited earthly power and wealth. Again, the Buddha raised his hand and dismissed Mara and his offers as illusion. Each time Mara tried to tempt him, the Buddha brought his awareness back to his own goodness, named it, and by looking deeply and recognizing the illusions for what they were, overcame them.

 

WHEN YOU ARE in pain, remember to bring your mind back to your Buddha nature, your goodness and capacity for mindfulness, calm, and seeing deeply into the situation. If you allow yourself to be dominated by negative emotions, you will react in ways that will cause more suffering. You will want to punish the other person and say unkind things. We have all done this many, many times. To break out of this habit of suffering, this trap, we have to remember to practice mindfulness, to touch our Buddha nature.

Protecting our senses is a concrete way to nourish our Buddha nature. The Buddha taught that our six senses—eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body, and mind—are each like a deep ocean, filled with waves, monsters, and many hidden dangers waiting to overwhelm us. When we see an image, when we hear a sound, when we taste something, we can be carried away by our forgetfulness, our fear, and our craving. We lose our peace; we lose our capacity to understand and love. Unless we continually practice the cultivation of mindfulness, the light that guides our way, each sense, full of hidden dangers, can emerge and overwhelm us.

We all have negative emotions and we also all have Buddha nature within us, and it is possible for them to coexist in peace. The practice is to recognize our Buddha nature without running after it, and to recognize our negative emotions without running away from them. With mindfulness we can maintain our peace, our stability, and our compassion in every moment and in every circumstance.

Meditation for Remembering your Goodness

and Buddha Nature

Even in the midst of suffering, it is possible to bring your awareness to the good qualities within yourself and allow them to manifest in your consciousness. Practice mindful breathing to remind yourself of your Buddha nature, of the great compassion and understanding in you.

	Breathing in, I am aware that I am breathing in. Breathing out, I am aware that I am breathing out.
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