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[1.] WHO is Thich Nhat Hanh?

In a quick rehash of who Thich Nhat Hanh is, a quick summary was attached to Thich Nhat Hanh’s article – “The Practice of Looking Deeply” that appeared in the Shambala Sun:

Thich Nhat Hanh is a Zen teacher, poet and leader of the engaged Buddhist movement.  A well-known anti-war activist in his native Vietnam, he was nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize by Martin Luther King, Jr.  The author of more than forty books, he resides at Buddhist practice centers in France and Vermont [italics from the original] (Hanh, The Practice 7).

Americans have known Thich Nhat Hanh as a champion for peace and justice and a conduit for the West to the labyrinth of Vietnamese Buddhism
 and culture. From Plum Village in France, Hanh travels around the globe, leading retreats on mindfulness. It could be argued that after His Holiness the Dalai Lama, Hanh is probably one of the world’s more visible spokespersons for Buddhism.

Hanh sought his vocation as a Buddhist monk in Vietnam at the ripe age of 16. His unrelenting strivings for peace in his war-torn country only resulted in his expulsion (Nhat Hanh, The Miracle Introduction). Thich Nhat Hanh developed relationships with key Christians, political and academic figures all over the globe. Some notable colleagues include Thomas Merton and Martin Luther King Jr. (who later nominated Hanh for a Nobel Peace Price); both were also opposed to war.  Aside from Merton and King, Hanh has had a profound influence on notable academic figures like bell hooks – which will be discussed in a later section – adding an aura of influence that is similar in scope that of Krishnamurti and the Dalai Lama of Tibet.

Another key aspect of Nhat Hanh’s persona in the West is that of an “engaged Buddhist.”  Aside from the association with peace activists like Merton and King, Hanh shares yet another quality with the abovementioned – social activism.  Charles Prebish of the Shambala Sun included Thich Nhat Hanh in his survey of the “Buddhist Landscape.”

As Buddhist social engagement – emphasized by Thich Nhat Hanh, Sulak Sivaraska, and others – has become important in American Buddhist communities, organizations such as Buddhist Peace Fellowship, founded in 1978 in Hawaii but now headquartered in Berkeley, have begun to spring up.  The BPF refers to itself as a group of “meditating activists” and has about fifteen chapters (and an equal number of affiliate groups) across the United States (Prebish 6).

If what Prebish says is representative of what Americans see as Thich Nhat Hanh’s message then they are missing out on what he has to offer. His “mystery, “message,” (or messages) and his impact on the world will be discussed in later sections. 

[2.] Why is he deemed a MYSTERY? or not?

 I would have to argue that Thich Nhat Hanh is not a mystery in the same sense that either Krishnamurti or the Dalai Lama is.  Born out of the circumstances of Realpolitik, Thich Nhat Hanh does not have the mystical “baggage” that “plague” both Krishnamurti and the Dalai Lama.  In an effort to see the how the different situations play themselves out in this juxtaposition, it would be a good idea to effect a short review of both Krishnamurti and the Dalai Lama first.

2.1 Krishnamurti

The mystery of Krishnamurti can be broken down into three very distinct areas:  the discovery, the link to Maitreya, and the communication with the spirits.  Krishnamurti’s discovery by Leadbeater – who recognized him through his “aura” – is in itself controversial.  Subsequently, Krishnamurti was linked to Lord Maitreya – somewhat elevating Krishnamurti to the level of the deities and forming yet another set of controversies.  The connection to the spirit world, reminiscent of Shamanic lore also takes Krishnamurti out of the mundane and almost into the realm of the occult.  His subsequent break with the Theosophical Society later restored much of his credibility.  The need for credibility, which is important in all three cases, is what gives the mystery of the Dalai Lama his mystical connection.

2.2 the Dalai Lama

When it comes to the story of his discovery, the mystical quality of the persona of the Dalai Lama of Tibet goes into high gear – but it is what legitimizes him and solidifies his credibility.  The story starts in a small village in the roof of the world, at an altitude of 3 miles, deep in Eastern Tibet (Amdo) (Avedon 6).  Lhamo Dhondrub was only four when the monks from Lhasa came to fetch him 1939 (Gyatso, Freedom 13). The search party entered his peasant parents’ farmhouse and things were never the same again. Lhamo Dhondrub was eventually taken away to Lhasa, the capital of Tibet to become the 14th Dalai Lama. Skeptics will always question the signs: the way the head of the deceased 13th Dalai Lama had turned toward the east – the direction of the boy’s home, and the vision of the child’s very house seen in the lake of Lhamo Lhatso by a Reting Rinpoche (Gyatso, Freedom 11-2).  In the end, we will simply need to reflect on the “realm of possibility” within which the newest incarnation of Avaloketishvara – the Boddhisatva of Compassion – was discovered and that is why he is such a mystery.  Both the stories written above – of Krishnamurti and the Dalai Lama – run counter to Thich Nhat Hanh – who within the limited scope of my research has not provided us such colorful beginnings. 

2.3 Thich Nhat Hanh


Thich Nhat Hanh does not seem to have such a colorful entrance.  In The Miracle of Mindfulness, translator Mobi Ho had this to say about Nhat Hanh’s legacy and I feel it would be helpful to recreate it here.

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

As both sides of the conflict in Vietnam courted him, never trusted by either side Hanh continues his “engaged Buddhism” (Hanh, Mindfulness vii) that forms part – but a substantial part – of his message.

[3.] What is his MESSAGE?

For Thich Nhat Hanh, the Dalai Lama and Krishnamurti, the message that is shared is one of living in truth.  For Nhat Hanh, the manifestation is one of mindfulness.  For the Dalai Lama, the message – or at least the transmission of “living in truth” – is secular mediation. For Krishnamurti, it is unadulterated – it is simply living in truth.

3.1 Krishnamurti

So elegant in its simplicity yet so complex in its application, Krishnamurti’s message can be understood in terms of living in “truth” (Holroyd 105).  In Krishnamurti The Man, The Mystery & The Message, Krishnamurti outlines his thoughts in his characteristic elegance: 

Surely it is very simple: seeing the false as the false and the true as the true.  Seeing the truth in the false and seeing the false in that which has been accepted as truth.  Seeing the false as the false and the true as the true is transformation, because when you see something very clearly as the truth, that truth liberates.  When you see that something is false, that false thing drops away (Holroyd 105).

3.2 The Dalai Lama

In the video Secular Meditation the Dalai Lama deals with the issue of happiness.  For him, the way to happiness is through meditation.  In the same video, the Dalai Lama speaks of two areas of concern: the physical and the mental.  As far as the physical realm is concerned, too much care is already being taken to assure our body is pampered.  However, in the process of doing so, we neglect out “mental state.”  For the Dalai Lama, meditation is the answer.


According to the Dalai Lama, we can train our minds.  Meditation is the way to attain a “good mental attitude.”  If we can deal with this item first, then minor physical aliments will simply wash away – or at least can be dealt with more easily.  The Dalai Lama outlines two forms of meditation: the analytic and “placing your mind in a single point.”  If our mental state is calm, we can take adversity in stride.  Meditation is that route.  Despite his lack of detail on the practice of meditation (as opposed to Thich Nhat Hanh detailed explanation) his message is loud and clear, meditation is the route.  

3.3 Thich Nhat Hanh


Thich Nhat Hanh explores two very key issues: mindfulness [3.3.1] and ecumenism [3.3.2].  In The Miracle of Mindfulness, he introduces along with the practice of meditations, issues relating to the Heart Sutra.  Taking the mindfulness to an arena that is non-Buddhist reminds me of the moves the Dalai Lama made in the film Secular Meditation. The issues are re-enforced in the film The Mind of Meditation – Combining Ethics and Meditation. 

A significant shift from The Miracle of Mindfulness is seen in Going Home – Jesus and the Buddha as Brothers, which deals directly with the issue of ecumenism and forms an exploration of how both traditions have gone astray from the teachers.  In a move that is reminiscent of the upaya (skillful means) of both Krishnamurti and the Dalai Lama, Thich Nhat Hanh welcomes the sound of the bell in a way that Westerners (and his cohorts) can relate to.

3.3.1 Mindfulness

In The Miracle of Mindfulness, Nhat Hanh explores what is for a novice like myself, being mindful of your thoughts and consciousness as just trying to relax in order to attain a sense of clarity.  

In a time of extreme angst and hasty deliberations, The Miracle of Mindfulness book is an antidote to civilization (or lack thereof).  In a move that is reminiscent of Krishnamurti, Thich Nhat Hanh brings such mundane things as washing dishes to life through a sense of mindfulness and actually “being there” when doing things like daily chores.

The Miracle of Mindfulness gives one’s life a sense of vitality and energy where there were once discordant thoughts.  Thich Nhat Hanh presents a step-by-step approach that will appeal to all, but especially to the self-help enthusiast with his/her begging bowl in hand seeking gems of wisdom.  The Miracle of Mindfulness is by no means a trivial book and provides an extremely interesting counterpoint to books “out there” dealing with self-help.  If we are to effect positive change in the world, we need to start from the inside – find that “happy place” and proceed with a sense of calm that allows us to find the road – to ourselves.

The film The Mind of Meditation – Combining Ethics and Meditation and his article “Resting in the River” re-enforces the ideas Thich Nhat Hanh set out to explore in The Miracle of Mindfulness. After a solid second look, I have no choice but to recant my initial statement that the film had a “militaristic” or “cultic” quality about it.  After having a steady diet of both Krishnamurti and the Dalai Lama, the retinue or in the common day parlance “the posse” of Thich Nhat Hanh initially struck me as a “show of force.”  My guess is that this retinue of followers consists of devotees who are closer to him than the wider audience.  

In The Mind of Meditation – Combining Ethics and Meditation, Thich Nhat Hanh speaks to many issues such as “mindful walking” and “telephone meditation” to “harder” topics such as child pregnancy and parliamentary discussions. His antidote is to be aware of the moment and to practice mindful mediation and everything will immediately change.  He carries this zeal over when he discusses issues of inter-religious dialogue in Going Home – Jesus and Buddha as Brothers.  

3.3.2 Inter-religious dialogue

In Going Home – Jesus and Buddha as Brothers, Thich Nhat Hanh continues the ecumenical mission. The book is a collection of teachings he gave at Plum Village, his retreat center located in France.   In an inter-faith modality, Nhat Hanh does not argue for conversion, but instead the cultivation of a mindfulness of one’s own religious traditions – or as he calls it - roots
. Speaking of roots, from the start, Thich Nhat Hanh developed a working feel for both Buddhism and Christianity – both have much to gain from interaction between each other.  This “Going Home” is a spiritual offering of the honored great teacher’s dharma teachings, presented to Christian and Buddhist alike. For the curious, like myself, it offers interesting insight into the Buddha mind. 

Going Home is an ongoing talk with Jesus himself and includes several Christian perspectives. Thich Nhat Hanh cites Paul Tillich’s approach to God as the “ground of being.” Thich Nhat Hanh reads Tillich’s approach as comparable to the Buddhist comprehension of Nirvana. Nirvana, according to Thich Nhat Hanh, is similar to the phenomenal world as water bears to waves – a metaphor that he uses throughout the book. 

Unfortunately, there is no human concept that can capture the full reality of God. In this light, Thich Nhat Hanh argues for the necessity of transcending concepts and notions through mindfulness – the careful attention to the present moment. 

3.3.2.1 Thich Nhat Hanh on Jesus

Thich Nhat Hanh embraces Jesus as a brother on the journey.  Thich Nhat Hanh, moreover, tells us that he is not interested in the body of Jesus, but only in Jesus’s teachings. Thich Nhat Hanh is sure that Jesus engaged in walking and sitting meditation during his time of temptation in the wilderness. Thich Nhat Hanh draws a parallel between the Holy Spirit with the practice of mindfulness in concrete ways in the Five Mindfulness Techniques. Hanh find a contradiction regarding Jesus’ oneness with the “Father” through his explanation that within the metaphor of the wave, Jesus is not other than the water, the ultimate. 

The utterances during Jesus’s crucifixion that he has been abandoned by God, recorded in Mark and Matthew, are difficult for Thich Nhat Hanh, since he finds it impossible that the wave could be separated from or abandoned by the water. Despite the simplicity of the metaphor, I have to admit that it is indeed thought provoking. Lastly, interestingly enough, Thich Nhat Hanh never encounters Jesus as outside of his Buddhist purview. Harmony comes at the price of difference. Jesus and the Buddha might be brothers, but they are not identical twins. Thich Nhat Hanh, due to the very risky task of joining the two very different ontological frameworks, seems to fall short. The effort, however, is noble in and of itself but it never really goes all the way.

3.3.2.2 Buddhism and Christianity

Unfortunately, Thich Nhat Hanh often seems to suggest that Buddhists and Christians can talk to one another; they must first soft-pedal or ignore those beliefs that make them unique in the first place. I agree with Thich Nhat Hanh – the differences are inconsequential – they seem to matter most to those who feel threatened. So in a real world application, human beings being what they are, will inevitably sabotage the effort. Nhat Hanh sees it as a waste of time to dwell on “whether God is a person or not a person,” Unfortunately this question is significant in Christianity.

Thich Nhat Hanh also suggests “nothing can come from nothing,” being cognizant that in creatio ex nihilo, a key Christian belief, there exists an inherent contradiction. Buddhism better is understood in these pages, but other Buddhist beliefs can also pose an impediment to ecumenical efforts. Thich Nhat Hanh argues that individuals can become too attached to their own ideas of nirvana, forgetting that “nirvana means extinction of all notions.”

Thich Nhat Hanh’s does have a tendency to push aside significant (only to purists) differences between Buddhism and Christianity. Going Home speaks softly about the need for tolerance in overcoming those differences. Going Home is an interesting first step towards a greater understanding between two ontologies that have to date been separated by fear and ignorance.

[4.] Assess his contribution to contemporary global culture. 


Thich Nhat Hanh’s impact on the global culture has been profound.  In the former sections, I dealt with his involvement with the engaged Buddhists and involvement with the likes of Thomas Merton and Martin Luther King, Jr.  Certainly his endorsement by Martin Luther King, Jr. for a Nobel Peace Prize deserves a second mention.  One can only guess, as most Nobel Prizes are awarded through a political function, and why some very deserving possible recipients are passed over for others.  Nonetheless, his impact involves a wide spectrum of people and topics. In this section, I would like to focus on three selected issues:  his role as one of the spokespersons for Buddhism in general and Zen in particular [4.1], and his involvement with bell hooks and the development of a “community of love.”[4.2] Last, I would like to spend some time examining, in some detail, the issue of his form of secular meditation – walking meditation [4.3].

4.1 Spokesperson for Buddhism


In his article “The Practice of looking deeply,” in the Shambala Sun, Thich Nhat Hanh begins with this quote:

All authentic practices of the Buddha carry within them three essential teachings called the Dharma Seals.  These three teachings of the Buddha are: impermanence, no self, and Nirvana.  Just as all important legal documents have the mark or signature of a witness, all genuine practice of the Buddha bear the mark of these teachings (Hanh, The Practice 1).

Having laid the foundation for me, I have a sense of how “true” rather than “false” or inauthentic Buddhism may take shape or form.  He curiously juxtaposes this quote with one that lends itself to re-enforcing the notion that Buddhism is unique because of its non-violent “nature.”

In Buddhism there are no ideas or prejudices that we kill for.  We do not kill people simply because they do not accept our religion.  The teachings of the Buddha are skillful means; they are not absolute truth.  So we have to say that impermanence and no self are skillful means to help us come toward the truth; they are not absolute truth.  The Buddha said, “My teachings are a finger pointing to the moon.  Do not get caught in thinking that the finger is the moon.  It is because of the finger that you can see the moon” (Hanh, The Practice 5).

After having explained the foundational tenets of Buddhism and the sense of impermanence that pervades it, it is difficult to imagine this becoming the de facto standard ontology anytime soon. Why? It will not become the hegemony because it runs counter to the dominant discourse of the monotheistic and even the Hindu precepts.  How does one cope within the sea of monotheists?  Hanh’s response: the sangha or the community of love.

4.2 Community of Love


Hanh had this to say about the development of a community
:

In our own Buddhist sangha, community is the core of everything.  The sangha is a community where there should be harmony and peace and understanding.  That is something created by our daily life together.  If love is there in the community, if we’ve been nourished by the harmony in the community, then we will never move away from love (Hooks 4).

What goes on in these centers France, Vermont, and Escondido?  Because of the extent of reference to it, I would be compelled to argue that lots of “walking meditation” goes on in these centers.  Certainly aimed at allowing us to get to ourselves, it seems almost proto-self help.  Notwithstanding, this modality – which sounds strikingly close to the Dalai Lama’s “secular meditation” – of self-centering, deserves a closer look.

4.3 Walking Meditation

In his own words, Thich Nhat Hanh describes the phenomenon of walking meditation:

I would like to offer you instructions about walking meditation.  The first thing we shall do early tomorrow morning is to practice walking together, which we call walking meditation.  Walking meditation means to enjoy walking without any intention to arrive.  We don’t need to arrive anywhere.  We enjoy walking.  That means walking is already stopping, and that needs some training (Hanh, Resting 10-1).

Now sounding more like Krishnamurti than the Dalai Lama, it would be safe to say that searching for truth begins with ridding oneself of the distractions and focusing within – and for Nhat Hanh this means breathing. Unfortunately, as profound as Nhat Hanh’s teachings are and the extent of his political involvement, he is still not given his due place along the notable Zen practitioners.


The global horizon is changing and the rise of Buddhism is something to be taken seriously. The popularity of Thich Nhat Hanh and the dramatic growth of Zen (Prebish 2) – the two may or may not be linked – is something that needs more study.  Why?  Perhaps there is something that can be gleaned from both these phenomenon. Why not?
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Notes:


� In the Class Handout “Vietnamese Buddhism” is outlined in terms of the dual roots of Vietnamese Buddhism and is identified geographically.  From the north, it is argued, that the Chinese heavily influenced the development of Mahayana Buddhism in this area. Conversely, in the south, the Theravada Buddhism is said to be heavily influenced by elements from south India and Java – with influences from Hinduism with a heavy monastic influence.  Since Thich Nhat Hanh is a Zen or Chan Buddhist, it seems safe to conclude that his influence is Mahayana and his message the universal one of realizing Buddhahood.


� In a move similar to the one by the Dalai Lama in Ethics for the New Millennium, Thich Nhat Hanh also asks us not to convert but rather to re-examine but re-affirm our roots. The Dalai Lama also understands that the inter-religious does not mean a new super-religion but rather one of a development of what is important in his/her own religion or tradition. “At the same time, I must acknowledge that while Buddhism represents the best path for me – that is, it suits my character, my temperament, my inclinations, and my cultural background – the same will be true for Christianity for Christians.  For them, Christianity is the best way.  On the basis of my conviction, I cannot, therefore, say that Buddhism is best for everyone” (Gyatso, Ethics 226).   


� Bell Hooks mentions in her article “On Building a Community of Love,” the profound impact of Hanh’s work on her writing; even though up to the time of the interview she had not met him.





