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Foreword

When we step into the monastery, we feel right away a sense of harmonious order: a peaceful, serene atmosphere far from the chaotic busyness of life outside. Where does this order and peace come from? Monastic culture, transmitted from the time of the Buddha through more than a hundred generations, creates conditions for this peace. The instructions in this little book that you hold in your hands contain the essence of this monastic culture.

In the 1980s, when I asked our teacher, Thích Nhất Hạnh, to allow me to ordain as a Buddhist nun, he did not give his consent right away. In fact, I had to ask many times before I received it. My father had told me once that when he asked my mother if she would marry him, she said she needed time to think about it. Our teacher needed time to think about starting a monastic order in Plum Village; I also needed time to see if I had the capacity to be a nun. The commitment to monastic life is not a light one; it is a lifelong commitment to a way of living very different from the one we knew before. We commit ourselves because we know that this is the way to freedom—a deep inner freedom that is not possible without discipline and a Sangha. Our teacher and I did not yet know if I would be able to keep that commitment or whether I would be happy as a nun. So, I needed to wait two more years for ordination.

After I ordained, I was given a copy of the twenty-four chapters on fine manners compiled by Master Zhuhong in the sixteenth century, which had been translated into Vietnamese. As soon as my Vietnamese was proficient enough, I did my best to translate it into English, and, soon afterwards, I wrote a commentary on it. Some points of the commentary were matters of etiquette, hygiene, or common sense. Some resembled the table manners I had learnt from my parents and school teachers.

Much of this traditional content was new to me. I needed to train not to leave my socks lying just anyhow alongside my bed but to fold and place them neatly. I could not just quickly undo the top buttons of my robe and then pull it up over my head. Every button had to be undone and then done up again with mindfulness when I put the robe back on again. There were many everyday actions that I had been accustomed to performing on “automatic pilot” as my mind made plans for the future or ruminated about the past. Now I had the opportunity to enjoy these actions fully with the help of a short verse known as a gāthā and mindful breathing. It may have taken longer to do things, but in the end they were done well—with attention and awareness—and did not need to be done a second time. I realized that as I was able to stay present in the action, I was nourishing concentration and insight. That insight consisted of being in touch with the wonders of life, that before I had taken for granted. Every moment of life can be precious if we are able to stay in the present moment.

Our teacher was very patient with me. I learnt under his steady gaze that being a nun was adopting a culture not entirely different from—but certainly not the same as—the culture in which I had been brought up. He did not want to constrain me in an alien discipline but rather to show me that inner and outer beauty should reflect each other. It was important to wear the correct robe neatly when in public so that people could find the sight of a monk or a nun pleasant and inspiring to look at. It was important to move about serenely in order to generate the energy of mindfulness and peace and not to disturb the atmosphere. It was important to show respect to your teacher and elders in gratitude for the fact that they were taking the trouble to train you and impart their insight to you. Even if you did not always understand them, your part as a student or disciple was to listen without preconceived ideas. At a later date, when you had reflected on their teachings, you could come back and ask for clarification. I learnt that an enlightened teacher will do anything they can to help their disciple attain awakening.

Wonderful as Master Zhuhong’s instructions were, they were, by the end of the twentieth century, somewhat antiquated. As far as monastic discipline is concerned, there are some points that are timeless. There are also points, though, that need to be revised according to the times and the culture of the society in which the monastic order finds itself. Towards the end of the twentieth century, our teacher along with some of his senior disciples began to make revisions to Master Zhuhong’s instructions based on that need. By 1997 the revisions were complete. Parallax Press published the first edition of Stepping into Freedom, the title of the updated instructions, and so they were made available to lay practitioners as well as monastics.

Somehow a copy of the book came into the hands of a person in prison in the United States. He was so inspired while reading it that he decided to turn his prison cell into a monk’s cell and to see his prison as a monastery. He shaved his own head and undertook to practice the Ten Novice Precepts and the fine manners for a novice—in fact all that is in the book—and he found fulfillment and liberation in doing so. He was not the only layperson to practice the Ten Mindfulness Trainings in this book. We have since heard from many others that they have done so, whether in their own homes or in a practice center with friends.

Stepping into Freedom was first published more than twenty years ago. A revised edition was made in 2008 in Vietnamese. Our teacher, a poet, included many new gāthās—short poems for the practice of mindfulness. Poetry is very difficult to translate, so please forgive us for not being able to convey all the lyrical beauty of the Vietnamese. Here is an example for washing the dishes:


As I wash my bowl in the historical dimension,

I look at myself and smile.

I ask myself: “What am I doing?”

There, a rose blooms.



The image of a rose as we wash up helps us not to be lost in unnecessary thinking.

This revised version of Stepping into Freedom published here has many additional instructions in the chapters on fine manners that we need in order to keep our monastic life serene in our fast-developing technological world. For example, “When driving, do not use a mobile phone, even the kind that is not hand-held.” There is also a new chapter on “Protecting the Environment.”

We asked Parallax Press to publish this new English translation so that it can be available not only for English-speaking monks and nuns but also for lay practitioners who feel inspired to adopt whatever practices are suitable for their daily lives. We have also included a glossary of Sanskrit words. An added benefit is that if lay practitioners know what monks and nuns are required to practice, they can better support them in their interactions together.

When in 1986 I asked our teacher if I could ordain as a nun, he said that the West was not ready for monasticism. Things have changed, and the Buddhist monastic presence in Europe and the Americas is now welcomed as providing places of refuge for many people. In order to be that solid place of refuge and maintain it for ourselves and others, we monks and nuns need our precepts and fine manners. We need to train in them and hand them on to future generations. We know that our lay friends—one half of the Fourfold Sangha—can support us in this.

Sister Annabel Laity

Plum Village

February 2021




Introduction

Stepping into Freedom is a book of training guidelines for novice monks and nuns in the Buddhist tradition. The Sanskrit words for novice are śrāmaṇera (for a monk) and śrāmaṇerikā (for a nun). These words come from the root śram which has many meanings—including to practice tirelessly. The Chinese translation is 息慈. 息 means to put an end to: the determination to put an end to a life of bondage and suffering. 慈 is to love: to learn to love all people and all species with a heart of a bodhisattva—without attachment, without discrimination. Śram also means to be diligent and always allow ourselves to be reminded. Another meaning is to have a yearning to realize the fruit of nirvana, to put an end to our wrong perceptions, our wrong actions, our afflictions, and our suffering. 

The essence of novicehood is the practice of the ten precepts and the fine manners. The ten precepts and the fine manners are the concrete manifestation of the practice of mindfulness; mindfulness is the essence of all precepts and fine manners. We can say that the precepts and fine manners are mindfulness.

Thanks to the practice of the precepts, we develop concentration and insight. The practice of precepts, concentration, and insight take us on a path of holiness, helping us to realize peace, joy, stability, and freedom. Practicing the ten precepts and the fine manners is part of the path for a novice to receive the full monastic ordination and the bodhisattva precepts (known as the Fourteen Mindfulness Trainings in the Plum Village tradition). Precepts and fine manners are not there to restrict and constrain us. Rather, they are skillful means helping us protect our individual freedom and bring about harmony, peace, and joy for the community in which we practice. 

The Buddha taught that for the first five years of being a monk or a nun every novice should concentrate on learning about and practicing the precepts and the fine manners, which have been transmitted to us in the vinaya, or monastic code of conduct. These five years are the foundation for success in monastic life. When practicing the ten precepts and the fine manners, the young monk or nun can nourish bodhicitta—the mind of awakening—every day and realize their highest ideal. 

Traditionally in Vietnam, when novices first ordain, they receive a book called The Minor Vinaya (沙彌沙彌尼律儀錄要), which is a collection of three classical works: The Essential Vinaya for Daily Use (毗尼日用切要) of Master Duti (讀體禪師, 1601–1679), The Summary of Novice Vinaya (沙彌律儀要略) by Master Zhuhong, also known as Master Yunqi (雲栖祩宏禪師, 1535–1615), and The Admonitions and Encouraging Words (警策文) of Master Guishan (潙山禪師, 771–853). 

The Essential Vinaya for Daily Use and The Summary of Novice Vinaya are now more than four hundred years old. They no longer respond adequately to the needs of novices of our own time, and that is why the Dharma teachers of Plum Village decided to compile Stepping into Freedom. We know that as far as scientific or literary textbooks are concerned, frequent revisions are needed in order to respond to the needs of students. Four hundred years is a very long time, and we cannot expect novices to wait any longer for a revision. 

In Stepping into Freedom, all the precious gems of these two books are respected and preserved. Nevertheless, many new gems have been added. These are the fruits of the experience of practice during the past fifty years. The Admonitions and Encouraging Words of Master Guishan, a beautiful classic of Buddhism, is reproduced here in full. 

We are confident that novice monks and nuns will be very happy to study and put this book into practice, because it has come about as a direct result of the experience of the practice—not as the result of research into other documents. It is our hope that Stepping into Freedom will be a positive contribution to the training of the present generation of young monks and nuns, that it will be able to renew Buddhism, and that it will respond to the needs of practitioners in our present-day society. 






I

Gāthās for the Practice of Mindful Living



When I entered Từ Hiếu Monastery as a novice in 1942, I received a copy of gāthās for daily use compiled by Chinese meditation Master Duti. Gāthās are short verses to recite during daily activities to help us return to our practice of mindfulness. We practice gāthās all day long with each activity.

In order to practice the gāthās correctly in daily life, we need to memorize them. As you recite them to yourself, every line of the verse is accompanied by an in-breath or an out-breath: the first line by an in-breath, the second line by an out-breath.

The aim of the practice is to maintain mindfulness so that we can dwell in the present moment. For example, when we brush our teeth, we need to practice during the whole time we brush our teeth:


Brushing my teeth and rinsing my mouth,

I purify the way I speak.

Through Right Speech my mouth becomes fragrant,

and a flower blooms in the garden of my heart.



We stand still in one place to practice this gāthā, not walking back and forth, not talking or thinking about something else. In this way, we practice both fine manners and Right Mindfulness. 

When we drive, road signs help us find our way. We go in the direction pointed by the first road sign until the next one shows us how to continue, and so on. Practicing with gāthās is the same. When we practice, the gāthās can be with us throughout the whole day, and we can live our day in awareness.

	1.	Waking Up 


Waking up this morning, I smile.

Twenty-four brand new hours are before me.

I vow to live fully in each moment

and to look at beings with eyes of compassion.



	2.	Taking the First Steps of the Day 


Walking on the earth

is a miracle!

Each mindful step

reveals the wondrous Dharmakāya.



	3.	Stepping out of Bed


Morning, evening, and night

all little creatures, look out for yourselves!

If I step on you by mistake

may you quickly transcend suffering.

Homage to the bodhisattva who transcends suffering.



	4.	Turning On the Light 


Forgetfulness is the darkness, 

mindfulness is the light.

I bring awareness

to shine upon all life.



	5.	Making Your Bed 


I make my bed with joy,

so my life becomes tidy.

I restrain body and mind,

so the afflictions fall away. 



	6.	Opening the Window 


Opening the window, 

I look out onto the Dharmakāya.

How wondrous is life!

Attentive to each moment,

my mind is clear like a calm river.



	7.	Turning On the Water 


Water comes from high mountain sources.

Water runs deep in the Earth.

Miraculously, water comes to us and sustains all life.

My gratitude is filled to the brim.



	8.	Brushing Your Teeth 


Brushing my teeth and rinsing my mouth,

I purify the way I speak.

Through Right Speech my mouth becomes fragrant,

and a flower blooms in the garden of my heart.



	9.	Rinsing Your Mouth 


Rinsing my mouth, my heart is cleansed.

The universe is perfumed by flowers.

Actions of body, speech, and mind are calmed.

Hand in hand with the Buddha,

I walk in the Pure Land.



	10.	Washing Your Face 


Cleaning my face is cleaning my mind, 

removing every trace of dirt,

So that the source of peace and joy

permeates my whole body.



	11.	Using the Toilet 


Defiled or immaculate,

increasing or decreasing—

these concepts exist only in our mind.

The reality of interbeing is unsurpassed.



	12.	Urinating 


Urinating in the ultimate dimension,

A wonderful exchange takes place.

The cosmos and I inter-are,

there is no increase and no decrease.



	13.	Washing Your Hands 


Water flows over these hands.

May I use them skillfully

to preserve our precious planet.



	14.	Bathing 


Unborn and indestructible,

beyond time and space—

transmitter and inheritor are one

in the wonderful nature of reality.



	15.	Shaving the Head 


Shedding my hair completely,

I make the great vow today

to transform all my afflictions,

and bring happiness to all beings.



	16.	Washing Your Feet 


The peace and joy

of one toe

is peace and joy

for my whole body. 



	17.	Looking in the Mirror 


Awareness is a mirror

reflecting the four elements.

Beauty is a heart that generates love

and a mind that is open.



	18.	Putting On a Robe 


Wearing the robe in the historical dimension,

I adorn myself and my environment.

The ultimate1 is in the palm of my hand: 

Mountains and rivers create together.


1 You may substitute “Pure Land” or “Kingdom of Heaven.”




	19.	Putting On the Novice Robe 


Putting on this monk’s/nun’s robe,

my heart is at ease.

I vow to live a life of freedom,

bringing joy to the world.



	20.	Putting On the Saṅghāṭi Robe


[Recite, holding the robe in front of your forehead]

How wondrous is the robe of freedom!

It is the field of all good seeds.

I bow my head to receive it today,

and wear it lifetime after lifetime.

[For five-year-program monastics]

How wondrous is the robe of freedom!

It is the field of all good seeds.

I bow my head to receive it today

and to express my profound gratitude.



	21.	On the Stairs 


Going up or down the stairs,

I let my steps be gentle.

If I hear them make a noise,

My mind is not at peace. 



	22.	Inviting the Bell (1)


Body, speech, and mind held in perfect oneness,

I send my heart along with the sound of the bell.

May the hearers awaken from forgetfulness

and transcend the path of anxiety and sorrow.



	23.	Inviting the Bell (2)


May the sound of the bell

penetrate deeply into the cosmos,

so those in dark and faraway places can hear it.

Whoever has lost their way can stand still,

wake up from delusion and see their way home. 

Namo Śakyamunaye Buddhāya.



	24.	Inviting the Bell (3)


May the sound of this bell penetrate deeply into the cosmos,

so that beings, even those in dark places,

may hear it and be free from birth and death.

May all beings realize awakening and find their way home.

Namo Śakyamunaye Buddhāya.



	25.	Listening to the Bell (1)


I listen, I listen,

this wonderful sound,

brings me back

to my true home. 



	26.	Listening to the Bell (2)


Listening to the bell,

I feel my afflictions begin to dissolve.

My mind is calm, my body relaxed,

a smile is born on my lips.

Following the sound of the bell,

my breath guides me back

to the safe island of mindfulness.

In the garden of my heart,

flowers of peace bloom in beauty.

Namo Śakyamunaye Buddhāya.



	27.	Listening to the Bell (3)


Listening to the bell,

my heart is light,

my mind at peace,

all sorrows end.

I practice letting go, 

I listen deeply

and see the roots of suffering.

I learn to look again

to understand and love.



	28.	Placing Your Shoes


I place my shoes tidily.

May everyone always walk mindfully, 

coming in and going out in freedom.



	29.	Entering the Meditation Hall 


Entering the meditation hall,

I see my true self.

As I sit down,

I vow to cut off all disturbances.



	30.	Lighting the Fire


Lighting the fire in the ultimate dimension, 

clouds come to cool the summer,

and sunshine is stored in the wood

for the frosty days of winter.



	31.	Lighting a Candle 


Lighting this candle,

offering light to countless Buddhas,

the peace and joy I feel

brighten the face of the Earth.



	32.	Visualization before Touching the Earth 


In the realm of suchness,

the one who bows and the one who is bowed to

are equally empty of a separate self.



	33.	Praising the Buddha 


The Buddha jewel shines infinitely.

Enlightened for countless lifetimes.

The beauty and stability of Buddha sitting

is seen in mountains and rivers.

How splendid is the Vulture Peak!

How beautiful the light

that shines forth from Buddha’s brow

illuminating the six dark paths!

The Nāgapuṣpa assembly will be our next appointment

to continue the true teachings and practices.

We take refuge in the Buddha ever-present.



	34.	Praising the Dharma


The Dharma jewel is infinitely lovely.

The precious words of Buddha,

like fragrant flowers floating down from the heavens.

The wonderful Dharma is plain to see.

It is recorded luminously in three transparent baskets,

from generation to generation handed down in ten directions,

so that today we can see our way.

We vow to learn with all our heart,

and take refuge in the Dharma ever-present.



	35.	Praising the Sangha


The Sangha jewel is infinitely precious,

a field of merit and good seeds.

The three robes and begging bowl are symbols of freedom.

The mindfulness trainings, concentration, and insight support each other.

In mindfulness day and night, the Sangha dwells

and is the foundation for us to realize the fruit of meditation.

With one heart, we come home

and take refuge in the Sangha ever-present.



	36.	Morning Chant


The Dharma body shines brightly as the day dawns.

In stillness we sit; our hearts are at peace.

A smile is on our lips.

This is a new day; we vow to go through it in mindfulness.

So the sun of insight can rise

and shine in every direction.

Noble Sangha, diligently

bring your mind into meditation.

Namo Śakyamunaye Buddhāya [three times].



	37.	(a) Evening Chant 


With posture upright and stable, 

we are seated at the foot of the Bodhi tree.

Body, speech, and mind are one in stillness.

There is no more thought of right and wrong.

We rediscover our original nature,

leaving the shore of illusion behind.

Noble Sangha, diligently

bring your mind into meditation.

Namo Śakyamunaye Buddhāya [three times].



	37.	(b) Evening Chant


Stably seated, under the Bodhi tree.

Body, speech, and mind are one in stillness,

free from views of right and wrong.

When we are focused in perfect mindfulness,

our true nature is illumined,

the shore of confusion is left behind.

Noble Sangha, diligently

bring your mind into meditation.

Namo Śakyamunaye Buddhāya [three times].



	38.	Sitting


Sitting here is like sitting under a Bodhi tree.

My body is mindfulness itself,

free from all distraction.



	39.	Adjusting Your Posture 


In the lotus posture,

the human flower blooms.

The udumbara flower is here,

offering its true fragrance.



	40.	Harmonizing the Breath


Breathing in, I calm my body.

Breathing out, I smile.

Dwelling in the present moment,

I know this is a wonderful moment!



	41.	Breathing (1)


Going back to the island of self,

I see Buddha is my mindfulness

shining near, shining far.

Dharma is my breathing

guarding body and mind.

Sangha is my five skandhas

working in harmony.

Breathing in, breathing out.

Flower, fresh.

Mountain, solid.

Water, reflecting.

Space, free.



	42.	Breathing (2)


Breathing in, I know I am breathing in.

Breathing out, I know I am breathing out.

As my in-breath grows deep,

my out-breath grows slow.

Breathing in, I calm my body

Breathing out, I feel at ease.

Breathing in, I smile

Breathing out, I release.

Dwelling in the present moment,

I know this is a wonderful moment.



	43.	Breathing (3)


I have arrived,

I am home

In the here

In the now

I am solid

I am free

In the ultimate

I dwell.

Arrived, arrived

At home, at home

Dwelling in the here

Dwelling in the now

Solid as a mountain

Free as the white clouds

The door to no birth, no death has opened

Free and unshakable I dwell.



	44.	Sitting Meditation (1)


Sitting in the historical dimension,

everywhere can be a place of awakening.

Though I have been born and died so many times,

now is the only moment.



	45.	Sitting Meditation (2)


Sitting in the ultimate dimension,

every moment is a moment of awakening.

The bodhi tree is wherever I sit,

and so is the stupa of Buddha Prabhūtaratna. 



	46.	Changing Your Posture


Feelings come and go

like clouds in a windy sky.

Conscious breathing

is my anchor.



	47.	Walking Meditation 


The mind can go in a thousand directions,

but on this lovely path, I walk in peace.

With each step, a gentle breeze blows.

With each step, a flower blooms.



	48.	Greeting Someone 


A lotus for you,

a Buddha to be.



	49.	Holding the Alms’ Bowl (1)


The bowl of the Tathāgata

held in my two hands,

I vow to practice with all my heart,

seeing giver, gift, and receiver are one.



	50.	Holding the Alms’ Bowl (2)


The bowl of the Tathāgata

is the vessel of appropriate measure.

I keep it to nourish myself

and to nourish right understanding.



	51.	Holding the Empty Bowl 


Looking at this empty bowl,

I see how fortunate I am

to have enough to eat to continue the practice.



	52.	Holding the Full Bowl 


In this food,

I see clearly

the entire universe

supporting my existence.



	53.	Blessing the Food 


How wonderful are the ways of the Awakened Ones!

Seven grains of rice fill the universe,

as an offering of unlimited compassion

throughout all Dharma realms.

Án độ lợi ích toá ha [three times].



	54.	Offering to the Hungry 


Great garuḍa bird,

hungry spirits in immense wastelands,

mother and child starving in the desert—

the balm of compassion satisfies the hunger of them all.



	55.	Contemplation before Eating 

The Buddha advises us to be aware of the food and the Sangha surrounding us and not to be carried away by meaningless thinking and conversation. Let us eat in such a way that every moment can be a moment of freedom, happiness, brotherhood, and sisterhood. When you hear the sound of the bell, please practice the Five Contemplations.


	This food is a gift of the earth, the sky, numerous living beings, and much hard and loving work.

	May we eat with mindfulness and gratitude so as to be worthy to receive it.

	May we recognize and transform unwholesome mental formations, especially our greed, and learn to eat with moderation.

	May we keep our compassion alive by eating in such a way that reduces the suffering of living beings, stops contributing to climate change, and heals and preserves our precious planet.

	We accept this food so that we may nurture our brotherhood and sisterhood, build our Sangha, and realize our ideal of serving all living beings.



Alternate Introduction

Dear Sangha, while eating, let us turn off our Radio NST (Radio Non-Stop Thinking), so that we can eat in mindfulness and every moment can be a moment of freedom, happiness, brotherhood, and sisterhood. When you hear the sound of the bell, please practice the Five Contemplations.

	56.	Before Eating


Beings all over the Earth

are struggling to live.

I aspire to practice deeply

so all may have enough to eat.



	57.	The First Four Mouthfuls 


With the first mouthful, I offer joy to someone.

With the second mouthful, I relieve someone’s suffering.

With the third mouthful, I maintain a heart of joy.

With the fourth mouthful, I practice inclusiveness.



	58.	Eating (1) 


Eating in the historical dimension,

I maintain the life of my ancestors

and open an upward path for descendants.



	59.	Eating (2) 


Eating in the historical dimension,

I chew in rhythm with my breath.

How wonderful! We nourish each other.

May compassion bring beings to the other shore.



	60.	Looking at the Empty Bowl after Eating 


The meal is finished, 

and I am satisfied.

The Four Gratitudes

are held deeply in my mind.



	61.	Drinking Tea 


This cup of tea in my two hands,

mindfulness held perfectly.

My mind and body dwell

in the very here and now.



	62.	Washing the Bowl (1) 


Washing my bowl in the historical dimension,

I wash the bowl of countless lifetimes.

Now it is clean, now it is dirty—

I wash it with ease and freedom.



	63.	Washing the Bowl (2) 


As I wash my bowl in the historical dimension,

I look at myself and smile.

I ask myself: “What am I doing?”

There, a rose blooms.



	64.	Washing the Dishes 


Washing dishes in the historical dimension,

when the stack is piled up high,

I look at the ultimate dimension.

The stack presents no obstacle.



	65.	Sweeping 


As I carefully sweep

the ground of enlightenment,

a tree of understanding

springs up from the earth.



	66.	Sweeping Leaves (1) 


Sweeping leaves in the ultimate dimension,

every leaf is a wonderful manifestation

playing the game of hide and seek.

There is no coming and no going.



	67.	Sweeping Leaves (2) 


Sweeping leaves in the ultimate dimension,

subject and object manifest wonderfully together.

Returning to the sun,

we meet each other.



	68.	Watering Potted Plants 


Dear plant, you need not feel lonely;

this water comes from underground rivers,

and as ambassadors of the great Earth,

we have always been together.



	69.	Setting up the Meditation Hall 


In the cool quiet of the meditation hall,

as I sweep and tidy up,

I do not feel tired.



	70.	Picking a Flower 


May I cut you, little flower,

gift of earth and sky?

Thank you, dear bodhisattva,

for making life so beautiful.



	71.	Arranging Flowers 


Adorning the Pure Land 

in the Sahā world,

the ground of my mind

is calm and pure,

and thousands of flowers manifest.



	72.	Changing Water in a Vase 


Water keeps the flower fresh.

The flower and I are one.

When the flower breathes, I breathe.

When the flower smiles, I smile.



	73.	Bathing the Buddha 


Today I am able to bathe the Tathāgata,

whose understanding and merit are deep and clear.

May beings in the three realms, overwhelmed by suffering,

be able to see the Dharma body in this Sahā world.



	74.	Cleaning the Toilet 


How wonderful

to scrub and clean!

Day by day,

my heart and mind grow clearer.



	75.	Taking Out the Garbage (1) 


In the garbage, I see a rose.

In the rose, I see compost.

Everything is in transformation.

Impermanence is life.



	76.	Taking Out the Garbage (2) 


Disposing of garbage in the ultimate dimension,

I look with non-dualistic eyes.

I entrust it to the future

to bloom as flowers for years to come.



	77.	Gardening


Earth brings us to life and nourishes us.

Earth takes us back again.

We are born and we die with every breath.



	78.	Weeding (1) 


Weeding in the historical dimension,

I remember Lý Huệ Tông. 

I continue weeding for him,

offering life to the world. 



	79.	Weeding (2) 


Weeding in the historical dimension,

I remember Trần Thái Tông,

I weed for Princess Chiêu,

for the long river to return to the ocean.



	80.	Weeding (3) 


Weeding in the historical dimension,

I remember the ultimate and smile.

When the ultimate does not hide its face,

I am free in the historical dimension.



	81.	Weeding (4) 


Weeding in the ultimate dimension,

I remember the little novice.

May Buddha always be there

to protect all young children.



	82.	Planting a Tree 


I entrust myself to earth;

earth entrusts herself to me.

I entrust myself to Buddha;

Buddha entrusts himself to me.



	83.	Watering the Garden (1) 


Cool water and the sun

make the world green.

When a bodhisattva’s nectar

falls on the desert,

it turns into a vast sea of green.



	84.	Watering the Garden (2) 


Watering the garden in the ultimate dimension

is continuing the current of life.

Clouds and snow are in this stream of water,

on their way from high mountains to the ocean. 



	85.	Watering the Garden (3) 


Watering the garden in the historical dimension

is continuing the current of life.

Clouds and snow are in this stream of water,

on their way from high mountains to the ocean. 



	86.	Washing Vegetables


In these vegetables

I see a green sun.

All dharmas rely on each other

to make life possible.



	87.	Turning On the Computer 


Turning on the computer,2 

Mind connects with store consciousness. 

I vow to transform habit energies

to help love and understanding grow.


2 You may substitute “Looking at my smartphone” or “Turning on my device.”




	88.	Using the Telephone 


Words can travel thousands of miles.

May my words create mutual understanding and love.

May they be as beautiful as gems,

as lovely as flowers.



	89.	Fastening the Seat Belt 


Two-thirds of accidents

take place near home.

Knowing this, I am very careful

Even on a short trip.



	90.	Putting On the Headscarf 


Beautiful hair of the past

has now become the brown scarf,

helping me always remember

the true freedom of a nun.



	91.	Riding the Bicycle 


Sitting upright on the bicycle,

I keep my balance stable.

Practicing merit along with insight,

action and wisdom go together.



	92.	Before Starting the Car


Before starting the car,

I know where I am going.

The car and I are one.

If the car goes fast, I go fast.



	93.	Taking Care of Anger (1) 


Anger makes me ugly.

Knowing this, I smile.

Coming back to myself,

I guard my mind,

diligent in loving kindness.



	94.	Taking Care of Anger (2) 


Angry in the historical dimension,

I breathe as I touch the ultimate and smile.

This is a game where love and hate take turns;

the river is always full of water.



	95.	Taking Care of Anger (3) 


Angry with each other in the historical dimension,

I close my eyes and look deeply.

Three hundred years from now,

where shall you and I be?



	96.	Taking Care of Sexual Energy


I vow to turn this energy 

into the power of right diligence

to go forward on the path of my ideal

and quickly realize my monastic calling.



	97.	Looking at Your Hand 


Whose hand is this

that has never died?

Has anyone been born?

Will anyone die?



	98.	Mending the Robe 


Mending my robe in the historical dimension,

life is made whole again.

With needle and thread,

the fruits of the practice

can be fully realized.



	99.	Impermanence


The day is now ended; our lives are shorter.

Let us look carefully. What have we done?

Noble Sangha, with all our heart,

let us be diligent in the practice.

Let us live deeply, free from our afflictions,

aware of impermanence

so that life does not drift away without meaning.








II

The Ten Novice Precepts



The Ten Novice precepts are the true foundation for a novice. Living according to these ten precepts, the novice proves that they have left behind the worldly path of bondage and are on the path of love of the Buddhas and the Bodhisattvas. The Ten Novice Precepts are the concrete expression of this life of freedom and love.

The First Precept 
On Protecting Life

Aware of the suffering brought about by the destruction of life, I vow to cultivate compassion in order to protect the lives of people and all other species. I vow not to kill, not to let others kill, and not to condone any act of killing in the world by my way of thinking or by my way of life.

By practicing this precept, you learn to look at all beings with the eyes of compassion, transforming the seeds of violence and hatred within and nourishing seeds of love. Our world is full of violence and hatred, and a large part of the suffering of all species is due to these two phenomena. Every day when you walk, sit, stand, lie down, work, speak, eat, or drink, you practice to see that all species suffer and have fear. Protecting life is the primary obligation of someone who has the bodhisattva ideal.

The Second Precept 

On Respecting What Belongs to Others

Aware of the suffering caused by exploitation, social injustice, stealing, and oppression, I vow to cultivate loving kindness in order to bring joy and peace to people and all other species. I am determined to share my time and energy with those who are in need. I vow not to steal and not to possess anything which should belong to my community or to anyone else. I shall respect the property of others, but I shall also prevent others from making profit from human suffering or the suffering of other species.

By practicing this precept, you nourish the seeds of justice and honesty in your own heart. Part of the beauty of the monastic life lies in the ability to live simply with few desires and to consume only what you need. Living a simple life, a monk or a nun has more time and energy to help others and bring them joy.

The Third Precept 

On Protecting Chastity

Aware that the aspiration of a monk or a nun can only be realized when I wholly leave behind the bonds of worldly love, I vow to protect myself and to help others to protect themselves by the practice of chastity. I know that any sexual engagement will destroy my life as a monk or a nun and damage the lives of others. I am aware that having a sexual relationship will prevent me from realizing my ideal to serve living beings.

By practicing this precept, you are protecting your freedom. True love and your monastic ideal help you to practice this precept, and not the repression of sexual desire. You are determined to guard your own chastity and support others’ practice of chastity because you cannot bear to destroy your ideal of bringing happiness to many people.

The Fourth Precept 

On Mindful Speech and Deep Listening

Aware of the suffering caused by unmindful speech, I vow to cultivate right speech and deep listening in order to bring joy and happiness to others and relieve others of their suffering. Knowing that words can create happiness or suffering, I am determined to say only things that inspire self-confidence, peace, joy, and hope. I am determined to speak the truth in a way that brings about understanding and harmony. I vow not to say things that are untrue or that bring about division and hatred. I vow not to spread news that I do not know to be certain nor to criticize or condemn things of which I am not sure. I am determined to listen deeply with love and compassion in order to understand the suffering and difficulties of others and to bring them comfort. I am determined not to say things that might bring about division or disharmony in my community of practice or that can cause the community to break. I am determined not to speak to anyone about the faults of another practice center or of any monk or nun in another Sangha, even though I may think that these faults are real.

By practicing this precept, you realize the harmony of non-disputatious speech, the harmony of views (by learning to resolve things together), and the harmony of thinking that brings joy—which are three of the Six Harmonies. In this way you nourish compassion and loving kindness and offer much happiness to all around you.

The Fifth Precept 

On Protecting and Nourishing the Mind—Not Consuming Alcohol, Drugs, or Other Items That Contain Toxins

Aware of the suffering caused by the consumption of alcohol, drugs, and other intoxicants, I vow not to ingest any food or beverage that contains toxins and that deprives me of the control of my body and mind or brings about heaviness and ill-being in my body or my spirit. I am determined to practice mindful eating, drinking, and consuming, to consume only things that bring peace and joy to my body and mind. I vow not to consume alcohol, not to use drugs, and not to consume any other intoxicants, including books and films, that can poison me with violence, fear, craving, or hatred.

By practicing this precept, you live a wholesome life, keeping your body and mind healthy, so that favorable conditions for the practice and for serving others can arise. In accord with the spirit of this precept, monks and nuns also do not smoke or use tobacco or nicotine products.

The Sixth Precept 

On Not Using Cosmetics or Wearing Jewelry 

Aware that the true beauty of a monk or a nun is found in his or her stability and freedom, I vow to adorn myself and my Sangha with the practice of mindfulness made concrete by my training in the precepts and fine manners at all moments. I realize that cosmetics and jewelry only bring about an outer show of attractiveness and foster attachment and infatuation. Therefore, I vow to live simply and dress neatly, wearing clean clothes. I resolve not to use perfume, powder, or other cosmetics or jewelry.

Practicing this precept, you realize that solidity and freedom can be there at every moment in whatever you do with mindfulness: walking, standing, lying down, sitting, eating, drinking, working, and speaking. Stability and freedom make life beautiful, and a novice uses them to adorn a Buddha land. If as a monk or nun, you wear makeup or jewelry, lay practitioners will not see the simple beauty of freedom and solidity in you, which is what gives them faith in the practice.

As a young monk or nun, you can manifest purity and ease just by applying the gāthās in daily life and ripening your practice of the Ten Precepts and fine manners. In this way, dressing simply and neatly in clean robes, you can be a source of faith and inspiration for many.

The Seventh Precept 

On Not Being Caught in Worldly Amusements

Aware that many songs, films, books, amusements, and games can damage body and mind and waste precious time that could be used for study and practice, I am determined not to be drowned in these distractions. I am determined not to read novels, look at worldly films, books, or magazines, or seek distraction by singing or listening to love songs or other kinds of music that cause negative emotions to arise. I will not waste time playing video games or gambling.

This precept encourages you to enjoy chanting and singing Dharma songs as a way of watering wholesome seeds. When chants and songs are able to convey the teachings of liberation, they are skillful means to help you practice mindfulness and cultivate your mind. Apart from chants and Dharma songs, all works of art which water seeds of sorrow, attachment, nostalgia, aversion, or craving should be seen as toxic and unworthy of the attention of a monk or nun. 

The Eighth Precept 

On Not Living a Life of Material Luxury

Aware that a monk or nun who lives with too much comfort or luxury becomes prone to sensual desire and pride, I vow to live my whole life simply, with few desires. I resolve not to sit on luxurious chairs or lie down on luxurious beds, not to wear silk or embroidered fabrics, not to live in luxurious quarters, and not to travel using luxurious means of transport.

This precept encourages you to guard the true beauty of monastic life and to maintain your personal freedom.

The Ninth Precept 

On Being a Vegetarian and Not Eating Apart from the Sangha

Aware of the need to maintain good health, to live in harmony with the Sangha, and to nourish compassion in my heart, I vow to be vegetarian for the whole of my life and not to eat apart from the Sangha, except when I am sick.

This precept encourages you to practice compassion in a concrete way. When you abstain from eating and drinking animal products, fewer animals are slaughtered, and you contribute less to climate degradation. It is important to eat at the appropriate time with the Sangha and not to snack. The last meal of the day should be taken before 7 pm and should always be light. In this way, you will feel well when you go to sleep, and your practice of meditative concentration will be easier. 

The Tenth Precept 

On Not Accumulating Money or Possessions for Personal Use

Aware that the happiness of a monk or a nun is found in solidity and freedom, I vow not to allow money and possessions to become a preoccupation in my life. I am determined not to accumulate money, precious objects, and possessions for my own use and not to look for happiness in accumulating them, or to think that they will guarantee my security.

This precept encourages you to serve the Three Jewels with love and respect by taking good care of the buildings and other objects that belong to your Sangha. As a monk or nun, you have no desire for personal riches. When taking care of the finances of the monastery, you need to keep reminding yourself that the aim of a monk or nun is to study and practice in order to liberate yourself and other beings. If the work you do for the Sangha takes up so much of your time that you are not able to study and practice, that work has become an obstacle to your monastic life and must be abandoned.






III

Fine Manners



Fine manners are the beauty that manifests by way of the postures, actions, words, and behavior of practitioners in their daily life. By living mindfully, you gradually gain more and more solidity, freedom, peace, and joy. Fine manners are the outer sign of the presence of these qualities. Without the qualities of solidity, freedom, peace, and joy, fine manners are not really fine manners. They are just a camouflage called “false Zen” (a false sign of meditation practice). There are forty-one chapters of fine manners in this book which you need to study and train yourself in. To support the practice of fine manners, memorize and use the gāthās in part I of this book.

1. RespectingYour Teacher and Senior Monks and Nuns

For our teacher and our elders to be able to teach us anything, they need to have our respect. The importance of respecting your teacher has been stressed in all cultures and at all times. We feel a deep respect and gratitude to those who teach us the way of liberation. Respect for our teacher is not only expressed when we are in their presence. When we talk about our teacher to others and when we say our teacher’s name, we do so with all our respect. In the Asian tradition you do not say your teacher’s name directly. Instead, you say, “The first part of my teacher's Dharma name is _____ and the second part is _____,” or call them by the name of the monastery where they reside, such as “the teacher at Plum Village.” In English, if someone asks you the name of your teacher, you could say, “My teacher is the Venerable Thích Nhất Hạnh, whom I address as Thầy.” If someone is maligning your teacher, find a way to correct any misunderstandings. If you cannot do this, say, “The person you are maligning is my teacher [or “one of my teachers”]. Please excuse me from the conversation.” Then you should leave.

If your teacher walks by while you are sitting down, you should stand up, unless you are reciting a sutra, shaving your head, eating a meal, working, or are too unwell to stand.

Whenever you leave the monastery where your teacher resides, ask for your teacher’s permission; you should also present yourself to greet your teacher on your return. If for some reason you need to go and live in another monastery, you should ask your teacher for instructions concerning your practice and in whom you can take refuge. If your teacher is near the end of their life, your elder brother or sister will receive instructions, which they will then hand on to the Sangha.

You should not be in a place where you can overhear the recitation of bhikṣu or bhikṣūṇī precepts and Dharma Teacher meetings. Do not talk about the weaknesses of older monks and nuns. If you happen to be in a place where you hear elder monks or nuns arguing, find a way quietly to leave. When your teacher is reprimanding a monk or a nun who is older than you in years of ordination, you should also silently withdraw.

When you see an elder monk or nun for the first time in a day, you should join your palms and bow respectfully. When an elder monk or nun is about to leave the monastery for some time or has just returned after an absence, you should present yourself to them to bid farewell or greet them and inquire after their health. 

Seeing an elder carrying something heavy or doing some work, offer to carry it for them or do the work. If an elder is approaching you, you should stand on one side to make way for them and join your palms respectfully. If you have to walk past an elder monk or nun, you should do so with joined palms and lower your head. You should allow your elders to choose their room, their bed, their seat, and anything else that is offered to the Sangha before you do so.

When you are standing in line and you see elder monks and nuns approach, as a novice you should offer the space in front of you to them. Do not enter the rooms of your elders without a good reason, such as when you have been instructed to do so, when your elders need your help, when you need to give them information or ask permission, or you have an appointment for a consultation. While talking to senior monks and nuns, stand straight or kneel with joined palms. Do not engage in making jokes with your elders. Do not ask them questions which make them feel ill at ease and do not pay attention to or intentionally look for their flaws. Do not mimic their voice or gestures. When an elder monk or nun points out weaknesses in your practice, you should join your palms in gratitude and not express irritation or anger.

Monks and nuns who have received the bhikṣu or bhikṣūṇī ordination for more than five years have the status of a dharmācārya (Dharma teacher). Those who have received their ordination for more than ten years have the status of upādhyāya. Knowing this, you show them the same respect as you show to your own teacher. Consider yourself to be the spiritual son or daughter of elders who have been ordained for a long time even though they were ordained by your own teacher.

When members of your blood family come to visit, bring them to greet the most senior monks or nuns. And when they leave, bring them to bid farewell.

2. Attending Your Teacher

Being your teacher’s attendant is a precious opportunity to be close to and learn directly from them. While you are their attendant, you and your teacher will have a chance to understand each other more, and thus your teacher can offer you instructions that are suitable to your needs. When your teacher gives you instructions, join your palms, listen respectfully, and say thank you. When your teacher corrects you, do not contradict them or try to justify yourself. You learn not only from your teacher’s words of instructions and advice, but also from the way they walk, stand, lie down, sit, speak, interact, and help other people. Therefore, you should put your whole heart into learning while you have the chance to be the attendant.

You should wake up before your teacher does so that you can prepare tea and, when they have risen, make their bed. Before entering their room, breathe mindfully and knock gently and leisurely three times. When you carry their spittoon or chamber pot, you can smile and should not reveal signs of displeasure. Empty the bins in their room and bathroom daily, even if they are not yet full. Whenever you make tea, remember not to pour hot water on the ground which may kill insects. Pour the tea gently and in such a way that does not make a sound.

Before prostrating to your teacher, ask their permission. Do not prostrate while your teacher is practicing sitting or walking meditation, eating, giving a Dharma talk, brushing their teeth, washing, or resting. If your teacher is putting on their robes, you can help them by straightening the robes. Your teacher’s shoes and slippers should be clean and placed neatly in front of the door. When your teacher is about to go out, prepare to bring all that is needed.

Before a meal, make sure all cutlery, plates, and bowls are clean and dry and avoid using plates and bowls that are chipped or cracked. When you offer food to your teacher, use both hands and do not touch the rim of their bowl and cup with your fingers. When they have finished eating, clear away the dishes slowly, wash them carefully, and return them to the designated area.

While attending your teacher, do not stand or sit directly in front of or beside them. Do not sit higher than them, nor sit or stand too far away. You should sit close enough so that you can hear your teacher even though they may speak softly, so that they do not have to expend energy by speaking loudly. If you are kneeling and need to move to another place, stand up and do not crawl. If the weather is hot, fan your teacher gently. When you want to ask a question, join your palms respectfully. If there is anything you do not understand, you can join your palms and request your teacher to repeat what they have said. 

If your teacher is advanced in years, you may be asked by them to give them a massage. You should learn about acupressure points and how to massage first. When giving a massage, you should never step across the body of your teacher.

When your teacher is unwell, look after them with great care. Be circumspect in preparing medicine, hot water bottles, a thermos, heating, and bedding for your teacher. Make sure that whenever your teacher needs you, you can be there immediately. Do whatever is needed without waiting for your teacher to ask you. If you are doing something else—for example, going on an errand—then you need to ask another person to replace you in taking care of your teacher. You should only leave your teacher’s side when they bid you.

When your teacher is receiving guests, be attentive so you will know if they need anything. When your teacher is explaining the Dharma to guests, listen carefully in order to learn. Do not allow guests to visit your teacher when your teacher needs to rest. If you notice your teacher is tired, find a skillful way to encourage the guests to complete their visit as soon as possible.

Do not look at letters which your teacher sends or receives and do not allow others to look at it. When your teacher asks you to go on an errand, do not stop along the way for other things. As soon as you have completed the errand, return home. If there is an unexpected delay, send word or telephone so that your teacher is not wondering where you are.

When an elder is presenting something about the Sangha to your teacher or when someone is having a private consultation with them, you should quietly leave. If you happen to hear something, then you should not tell this to anyone else. If your teacher asks you to pass a letter or other material to someone, then you need to hand it personally to that person.

If your teacher asks you about the Sangha, tell the truth about what you have seen and heard. Do not be afraid of others thinking that you have said negative things if you speak only out of love and respect. With humility and honesty, you can say that this is your personal perspective and may not be the truth. When your teacher asks you how your studies and practice are going, do not intentionally hide anything. Share your successes as well as your difficulties and ask for instruction. Letters which might express feelings of emotional attachment should be shown to your teacher before you send them or after you receive them from someone else. If, because of forgetfulness or foolishness, you have done something you should not have done, you should let your teacher know, and repent and promise you will not do it again in the future.

If your teacher allows you to eat with them, wait until they have lifted their chopsticks (or fork or spoon) before picking up your own. Eat in a way that you can finish at the same time as they do, so you can remove their tray of food and offer them tea. If, while eating, your teacher addresses you, stop chewing and listen.

If your teacher allows you to drink tea with them, it could be one of the happiest times of being a monk or a nun, so you should value these moments. If the opportunity arises, you can share with your teacher your progress and happiness in the practice. Sharing about the successes of your fellow practitioners will also bring your teacher happiness and nourish them. If the situation allows, you can ask your teacher’s permission for other brothers or sisters to join you and have tea with them. Avoid talking about difficulties in the Sangha. It is better to wait for another opportunity. Join your palms respectfully whenever you want to say something and bow before receiving a cup of tea or cookie.

Before entering your teacher’s room, even if they are not there, you should knock. After entering and closing the door, join your palms and bow to your teacher’s seat. Whenever you walk past where your teacher sits, you bow your head whether they are there or not. Do not sit where your teacher sits, lie on their bed, or wear their clothes, hat, or shoes. When your teacher is absent, only go into their room to clean up. You do not use it as a place to sit or eat and drink. Before you throw away or put something in a different place, always ask your teacher’s permission.

When you cook for your teacher in a separate kitchen, do not gather there to chat and joke. You do not eat in your teacher’s kitchen, and you should not cook for yourself with the utensils you use for your teacher. The leftover food from your teacher’s meal should be brought out to share with the Sangha.

When you attend your teacher with other brothers or sisters, you should support each other wholeheartedly and maintain a beautiful harmony among yourselves.

3. Traveling with Your Teacher

Before leaving, you should prepare everything your teacher might need, such as the saṅghāṭi and other robes, medicine, a hot water bottle, sitting cushion, documents, sutras, or Dharma instruments. Do not leave your teacher to carry anything heavy. If they say they want to carry their own small bag, do not try to take it from them. Always walk just two or three steps behind your teacher with mindfulness and ease, without looking around and stopping along the way to converse with others. If you are in a car with your teacher, make sure that the sun does not shine directly in their face or that open windows do not create a draught where they are sitting.

When you are visiting another temple and your teacher prostrates to the Buddha and patriarchs, do not invite the bell. While they are seated, stand behind their chair unless they invite you to sit. When crossing a stream together, determine the depth of the water first. When going up or down a hill, stay close to your teacher so you can help them if the path becomes difficult. If your teacher tells you to meet them somewhere at a particular time, you should arrive before your teacher does. If you are accompanying your teacher with other monks and nuns, you should make a happy and harmonious Sangha body so that you can inspire faith in whomever comes into contact with your teacher and delegation.

4. Listening to Your Teacher’s Advice

When your teacher instructs you, listen carefully. Don’t be too quick to criticize or conclude that they are wrong, even if what they tell you is not in accord with the way you see things. If you listen with a critical attitude or react while you are listening, it may prevent you from understanding and accepting your teacher’s intention. Learn to listen without preconceptions. After reflecting on the matter for two or three days, you may be able to understand your teacher’s meaning and see the importance of what they said, since it has come from their wisdom and personal experience. If there is something you feel you could tell your teacher to help them see more into the matter, you should wait a few days before asking to meet them. While talking, you should practice humility and be calm, and your speech should convey harmony and respect. If you feel a strong emotion about the matter, take care of that emotion before speaking. When your teacher asks you to leave, do so without lingering. 

You should, of course, behave in the same way with all who have been ordained longer than you. Learn to treat those whose experience in the practice and years as a monastic are less than your own with respect too, so that both sides can benefit. Listening calmly and carefully without prejudice is a crucial practice. Our teacher and other senior monks and nuns do not expect us to obey them unconditionally. That is why we have the chance to present our point of view and consult with them. If your teacher offers you instructions that you do not understand, you may ask them to clarify these for you so that you may understand. Then join your palms to accept the teachings and withdraw. Whenever you want to ask your teacher something, it should be at a suitable time and place. Only ask about matters that relate to your practice and the happiness of the Sangha. Avoid speaking with the aim of displaying your understanding and knowledge. 

5. Taking Refuge in Your Mentor

As soon as you ordain as a novice, the Sangha appoints a mentor for you to take refuge in. Usually a mentor is a Dharma teacher. A mentor directly guides your daily practice during your novice years and then throughout your time as a new bhikṣu or bhikṣūṇī. Whether you are successful and happy in your practice or not depends a lot on the relationship you have with your mentor. If this relationship is good, it means that you have the opportunity to take root easily in the Sangha. If the opposite is true, then you can present the matter to the abbot or abbess or another Dharma teacher and ask for help.

A mentor usually takes care of a number of mentees. Normally the mentor will sit together with the mentees once a week. During this time, you practice listening to the guidance offered by your mentor, and you also have the chance to share about your practice with the aim of receiving more guidance. Aside from the regular weekly meetings, you should try to find opportunities to be close to your mentor in order to learn from them. From time to time you may write a letter to your mentor which clearly presents the progress of your practice, or you may allow them to read your daily practice journal. When you encounter some difficulty or obstacle in your practice, you should consult your mentor as soon as possible to receive immediate guidance. You do not need to wait until the weekly meeting.

Whenever you want to read a book, always ask your mentor what they think. If you need to write a letter or give something to a member of the opposite sex, you should show it to your mentor first. When a member of the opposite sex writes or gives you something, let your mentor know.

If you have an idea that you would like to present to the Sangha, first communicate it with your mentor. If you need to go outside of the monastery, you need to ask permission from and state clearly the reason to your mentor before doing so. Before you need to miss a Sangha activity, you also need to have your mentor’s permission. If someone wants to ask permission of the Sangha for you to accompany them to lead a retreat, you should seek your mentor’s opinion before the matter is brought to the whole Sangha. If the Sangha assigns you to another practice center to stay for a long period of time, you should ask your mentor which Dharma teachers you should take refuge in once you are there.

6. Taking Refuge in the Sangha

Aside from your physical body, you have a Buddha body, a Dharma body, and a Sangha body. It is thanks to the merit of our practice that these three bodies gradually become more and more evident. The Sangha body is the community in which you take refuge in order to practice. It is also your own body. Our Sangha is present in all directions, but the monastic community currently practicing with us is our closest Sangha. Taking refuge in the Sangha means taking refuge in your community, which includes your teacher, your elder and younger brothers and sisters, and yourself. Do not, out of anger towards one or two members of the Sangha, speak disrespectfully about the Sangha—one of the Three Precious Jewels.

Your aspiration to take refuge in the Sangha should be wholehearted. Whatever happens to the Sangha also happens to you. You should train to live in harmony with the Sangha, sharing your time, work responsibilities, and practice with the Sangha. Train yourself to act as a Sangha body and not as an individual. We need to have faith in the insight of the Sangha because the understanding and the insight of the whole Sangha is much greater than that of any individual. Your teacher and the Sangha need your individual insight, but you also very much need the insight of the Sangha. Your teacher also relies on the collective insight of the Sangha to make decisions.

You need to have trust in the teachings and Shining Light offered by the Sangha, and joyfully accept all its decisions regarding the date of your novice ordination or your full ordination as a bhikṣu or bhikṣūṇī, the date you receive the Lamp, and other decisions concerning where you stay, how you practice, and whether you are ready to guide laypeople in the practice.

You have the right and responsibility to share with your teacher and the Sangha what you know and see about yourself or other members in the Sangha, but you also vow to accept all Sangha decisions without complaining or being angry. Always listen carefully to the encouragement and teachings regarding the precepts offered by the Sangha. When someone reminds you, always join your palms and gracefully accept their guidance without justifying yourself, complaining, or reacting with anger.

You should make the aspiration to go with the Sangha as a river and never allow yourself to be a single drop of water. Be clearly aware that only as a river can we overcome the obstacles we may meet on our way of return as free persons to the vast ocean. Do not set your sights on establishing a hermitage or temple where you can live on your own. You should not have personal belongings such as a bank account, car, motorbike, laptop, mobile phone, or personal email account. Do not sell things or work to make money for yourself. The more you take root in the Sangha, the firmer is the foundation for your practice.

7. Activities with the Sangha

When you hear the activity bell, you should begin to make your way immediately to the next activity. Do not procrastinate. See this as a chance to practice walking meditation and make your way to the activity in mindfulness. Respect the timetable of the Sangha and participate in all activities. If you have to be absent, you must have permission.

In Sangha activities such as Dharma discussion, tea meditation, Beginning Anew, etc., it is not necessary to sit according to ordination age. If you arrive first, you should sit in the first row where there is empty space so as not to be sitting in the way of those who arrive later and to keep the energy of the activity concentrated. Do not reserve a seat for yourself and do not sit in a place apart from the rest of the Sangha. Once seated, bring all your attention to your breathing, and keep your back straight as you sit. Do not speak or laugh loudly. Do not make jokes with others, do not mimic others’ voices, do not deride others, and do not engage in cross talk. Speak only when necessary, and when you speak, do not gesticulate or point your finger at another. Before you speak, respectfully bow with your palms joined. If speaking before the Sangha in Vietnamese, refer to yourself as “con,” which means “child.”

You should speak about the positive qualities of others and not about their shortcomings. Train yourself to speak gently and slowly. When you speak, do not leave a sentence unfinished. As you speak, do not glance from side to side or constantly blink your eyes or lick your lips. Do not swear to do something, or use threatening or intimidating language.

Do not hide others’ belongings. Do not gather in small groups to make meaningless conversation or gossip about others. Do not speak in whispers during the period of Noble Silence, thereby disturbing the energy of the Sangha’s practice.

Do not spit and do not make a loud noise blowing your nose or burping in any situation. If you need to blow your nose, you should use a handkerchief and turn your head away from others. When you yawn, use your hand to cover your mouth; when you cough, cough into the crook of your elbow. To avoid disturbing others, do not chant sutras and sing in inappropriate places or times.

When you are given water, refreshments, or anything else, always join your palms as a gesture of thanks before receiving it.

You should keep a calm, even state of mind when things do not go as you wish.

Do not keep pets for amusement or to sell.

In Sangha meetings, maintain an attitude of humility. In the spirit of the Harmony of Thinking, that brings joy, and the Harmony of Views, that resolves things together, only use loving speech and deep listening so that the meeting can have the best possible results. Listen attentively to everyone else’s ideas. While listening, look at the person speaking and do not close your eyes. Express your views courteously and in the spirit of harmony. Do not speak when you notice irritation in your mind. Do not take sides with others in order to oppose someone else, thereby creating a “triangle situation.” Find ways to bring opposing sides together. If you slip up and create tension during the meeting, you must immediately apologize in order to restore the Sangha harmony. Wholeheartedly share your viewpoints, and after the meeting is over, do not gather in small groups to criticize and find fault with what happened in the meeting.

Learn to look at all the monastic disciples of your teacher as your brothers and sisters. Make every effort to establish a sincere brotherly or sisterly relationship with each of them. Even if an elder brother or sister has weak points, he or she is still your elder brother or sister. Do not tell yourself, “That person is no better than I. Why should they be my elder?” or, “That person is the age of my son or daughter; what life experience have they to teach me?” If you are fortunate enough to be more successful on the path of practice than your brother or sister in the Dharma, find skillful and humble ways to help that person.

You have the right to have a particular Dharma friend with whom you spend time, but that is only the beginning. From that relationship you go on to develop a broad circle of friends. You begin with those who are easy and then progress one by one with those you find more difficult until you have the capacity to live harmoniously with everyone in the Sangha. Spend time with one Dharma friend, but do not become attached to that person. Attachment will lead to an unhealthy love relationship, whether it is with someone of the same or the opposite sex. True love in Buddhism is made up of loving kindness, compassion, joy, and inclusiveness. Inclusiveness means you have equal affection for all. You do not discriminate against or become attached to anyone. This is the work of Sangha building, which is essential for your happiness and success in monastic life.

8. Working with the Sangha

You should accept the work that the work coordinator assigns. Having accepted it, do it with full attention and to the best of your ability. Practice mindfulness as you work. Maintain peace, joy, and freedom while you work and do not be carried away by the job or your nonstop thinking. Organize your time and the task so that you can complete the work in a relaxed manner, without hurrying. When you notice your mind starting to worry about what needs to be done after the current task, immediately bring your attention back to the present moment. Do not run or walk in a hurry. Always practice walking meditation, showing your inner stability and freedom—even if you are only taking two or three steps. Take good care of the tools you use and use the tools that are designed for the job you are doing. Put each tool back in the place you found it. When you hear your name called, respond respectfully, “Yes, I am here.”

Seeing work as an opportunity to generate merit and serve the Sangha, you will feel joy as you work. Do not sit by while others are working. Do not avoid heavy work or seek light work. Do not covet the work of others or compare your work with others. Do not take on work beyond your capacity or state of health. When you accept a responsibility in the Sangha—like transportation coordinator, gardener, or shopper, etc.—wholeheartedly carry out your responsibility. Do not see it as giving you special authority. Remember that you represent the Sangha as you carry out your responsibility. Therefore, you should do the work as the Sangha wishes you to do it and not take it upon yourself to do it any way you want. Do not take what belongs to the Sangha into your own possession. Do not use the Sangha materials for yourself or lend them to others without asking permission. Do not use community resources in a wasteful manner or against the wishes of the Sangha. If you do not yet have experience in your new responsibility, you should ask to learn from those who have had that responsibility in the past.

Working together is an opportunity to learn to be a harmonious member of the Sangha, to learn from each other, and to create a good rapport between yourself and other Sangha members. In the spirit of mutual friendship and support, you should coordinate to work along with others. Avoid working on your own, thereby leaving your Dharma brothers or sisters to work alone. Everyone has their own experience and way of working. Do not force someone else to do the work in exactly the same way as you do. Nevertheless, you can share together about how you are going to work so that you both learn from each other.

Do not judge someone by the work they do. The quality of a monk or nun’s practice should be looked on as more important than the work they do. The most important contribution we can make to the Sangha is our fine manners, virtue, peace, joy, and transformation. If your teacher or the Sangha assigns you a special task, do not think it is more important than the work of others. All work done to serve the Sangha is equal in importance. It is because other Sangha members are taking care of their responsibilities that you can complete yours. From this perspective, your special task is also being realized by the Sangha. In your spare time or when you have completed your tasks early, support your fellow practitioners by helping or sharing your experience. This is the practice of “doing it together.”3 If we put ourselves in the position of others and see the workload they carry, we will understand what makes their work easier or more difficult. Those who practice “doing it together” can communicate well with the rest of the Sangha.


3 “Doing it together” is one of the three practices of skillful means. The other two are loving speech and beneficial acts.


This practice will help us to let go of any inferiority or superiority complex. This is also the practice of sharing the merit of the Bodhisattva Samantabhadra.

When you are assigned a special task, do not use it as an excuse to miss Sangha activities. If the task is urgent, you must let the Sangha know and ask for one or two days of absence from Sangha activities in order to complete the task in good time. The most you can be absent from Sangha activities is three days. If the task is not urgent, you should ask to be allowed one or two hours daily for it in order to be able to join sitting and walking meditation, Sangha meals, Dharma talks, and Dharma sharings. If you are given an assignment that is more than you can handle, you should let the Sangha know so that it can appoint another brother or sister to help you. Do not take on too much work out of fear of inconveniencing others, so that you become anxious, tired, and discouraged. 

Learn to see mindful service as a way to practice and to make an offering to the Sangha, which builds merit. Do not use the work as an escape or a means to forget about or avoid dealing with your difficulties. Do not become so engrossed in the work that you no longer have a good relationship with other members of the Sangha. Do not lose yourself in work that you consider to be for the Dharma, when in fact the underlying reason is to look for praise, status, or personal gain—be it the work of building temples, making statues, or organizing ceremonies or retreats.

When your responsibility is to take care of the meditation hall and offer flowers to the Buddha on the altar, only use flowers that are really fresh and that have opened or are just starting to open. Do not pick flowers that are still budding. When you replace wilted flowers, put the old ones in a designated place. They cannot be thrown just anywhere. 

Only the base of one stick of used incense should remain in the center of the holder. When you place a new stick of incense in the holder, you should do so with both hands. If you use only one hand, the other hand should be placed on your forearm. This demonstrates that you are fully present in body, speech, and mind. When you open the door of the meditation hall or Buddha hall, do it the same way, with all your attention and presence. 

When you sweep the meditation hall or Buddha hall, keep the broom close to the floor so the dust does not fly all around. At the end of each stroke, hold the broom a little above the floor and shake it gently, so dust will fall off. 

In winter when you need to use the wood heater, use a moderate amount of firewood and do not make the room too hot. Ideally it should be about twenty degrees Celsius (sixty-eight degrees Fahrenheit). Stack the firewood neatly and keep the area clean. When using the wood heater, do not fill the room with smoke. Avoid burning rotten wood; many insects may live in it that will lose their lives.

If you pick up a belonging someone has dropped, give it to the work coordinator. 

9. Protecting the Environment 

The current climate crisis brings dangers like rising sea levels, which would result in the flooding of low-lying areas and the deaths of hundreds of millions of people. Other dangers include the emergence of many new kinds of disease and other horrific natural disasters. By living in mindfulness, you are always ready to learn new ways to protect the environment in your daily life. To protect the environment is to protect the lives of all human beings and other species. This is truly the practice of loving kindness and compassion.

Do not burn and cut down trees and forests. You should save water and electricity as much as you can. Turn on the light only when you need to study or when it is dark. Limit the use of the washing machine as much as possible and wait until you have a full load to wash. Remember to turn off the computer and other equipment when you have finished using it. Use energy-saving light bulbs. When you leave a room, remember to turn off the lights; if the lights are fluorescent lights, turn them off if you do not need them for more than forty-five minutes. When the heater in your room is on, do not open the windows. If you leave the room, lower the heater; turn it off if you will be away for more than twenty-four hours. If there is already boiling water for community use in the dining hall, do not boil your own water from a personal kettle. Limit the use of the car and try to combine errands so you can conserve fuel. When possible, give priority to using electric or hybrid cars (powered half by electricity and half by gasoline) in order to reduce the emission of carbon dioxide. Each week, the community should arrange to have a no-car day, a no-electricity day, and a no-running water day. Household cleaning products, washing detergent, toilet paper, writing paper, etc. should be made from recycled material or be biodegradable.

In the temple vegetable garden, do not use chemical pesticides and fertilizers. When you go shopping, you should buy local and organic produce, thus supporting local organic farmers and retailers. You need to look into the businesses that provide products and services to the Sangha so you can avoid contributing to the enrichment of those that pollute the environment. Avoid using containers and bags made from plastic.

Seeing that the Earth is becoming inundated with trash, we are mindful whenever we throw something away. Avoid buying things in small plastic bags or boxes to reduce trash. Recycle all materials that can be recycled, such as paper, rubber, aluminum containers, glass, used cooking oil and oil from machines, batteries, old wood, branches and leaves, etc. Before taking these to the recycling center, they need to be sorted carefully, and different types of paper and cardboard tied neatly into bunches. All bottles and containers need to be rinsed out and recycled according to the demands of the recycling agency.

After cutting vegetables for meals, all vegetable peelings and discarded stalks and leaves need to be cut small for compost. If these cannot be taken to the compost area immediately, then the container should have a lid to avoid flies and mosquitoes. Grass and leaves from the vegetable garden decompose easily, so they can be mixed with hay and placed separately to compost. Dried branches and leaves take longer to decompose; therefore, they need to be disposed of separately. When putting the discarded vegetable parts into the compost bin, do so gently, even it out, then put three to five cm of thick dried grass, hay, or sawdust on top to prevent flies and mosquitoes. Close the lid gently and tightly to avoid water entering. Do not compost bamboo and lotus stalks because they need a long time to break down. To avoid attracting snakes and rats, do not compost already cooked food. The composting area needs to be swept and cleaned daily. Composting containers should be washed and placed upside down after use.

10. Walking, Standing, Sitting, and Lying Down

Whether in the walking, standing, sitting, or lying-down position, you should manifest mindfulness. When you walk, every step should be mindful. Learn to coordinate your steps with your breathing. This is called walking meditation. Every step should bring you peace, happiness, stability, and freedom. Do not hurry as if someone is chasing you. Do not run and make others rush—unless there is an emergency. Walk so that you can feel that every step you take is in the Pure Land or the Kingdom of Heaven. If you can walk with solidity, freedom, peace, and happiness, then anywhere you go is the Pure Land or the Kingdom of Heaven because the sutra teaches that the Pure Land is your mind. When walking, do not talk, laugh, whistle, sing, or call out to someone far away. Do not walk with your arm draped around someone’s neck or hips. Do not walk as you chew your food, use a toothpick, or make a telephone call. Do not greet someone, snap your fingers, scratch yourself, swing your arms, sway from side to side, skip, or turn your face up to the sky as you walk. While walking, do not adjust your robes. You should look straight ahead and not glance from side to side. Do not shuffle along in your shoes, take very long strides, or dig your heels into the ground. Do not walk with your robe or saṅghāṭi hung over your shoulders. Do not step over food, drinks, or Dharma books. Do not stand, sit, or walk alone with someone of the opposite sex in a place secluded from sight. Do not walk, stand, or sit with a group of people who are drinking alcohol, eating meat, gambling, using abusive language, telling coarse jokes, maligning others, or using obscene and impolite language. 

When standing, stand straight. Do not support yourself by placing your hands on the table and do not lean backwards or bend forwards. Do not lean against the wall or a tree, even if you are in a queue waiting to embark on a bus or buy something. Do not stand with your hands on your hips or clasp them behind your back. When picking something up from the floor, lower yourself by bending your knees, do not bend from your hips. Do not stretch and twist your body in public places. Do not stand and watch spectacles that are noisy, troubling, or improper. 

Wherever you are—on the grass, a rock, or the root of a tree—sit peacefully as though you were at the foot of the Bodhi tree. Even during moments of relaxation, sit with your back straight and knees and feet together—except of course in the lotus or half-lotus position. When you are about to sit down, gently lift your robe—but not too high—so that the hem is not stretched too tight around your legs. If you sit on a chair, do not allow the hem of your robe to lie on the floor. When you sit in the lotus or half-lotus position, your robes should be straight and should cover your legs completely. Do not stretch your legs out in front of you, put your feet up or cross one leg over the other as you sit on a chair. Do not lean to one side as you sit or lean on a wall behind you. Do not sway from side to side as you sit, jiggle your thighs, swing your feet or jiggle them up and down. Do not drum with your fingers on your thighs or on a table and avoid leaning on a table. Do not squat. Do not sit in a restaurant, wine bar, or coffee house. When you need to leave your seat, remember to put away your chair or straighten your cushion and mat. 

You should only lie down in your own room when you really need to rest or relax. Do not lie down in public places. Train yourself to lie on your right side. Do not lie on the same bed with someone else, especially with a layperson. Do not sleep in the bedroom of a layperson of the opposite sex, except in the case of serious illness and with the permission of the Sangha.

11. Entering a Temple, Stupa, or the Meditation Hall

When you enter a temple precinct, walk through the small gate on the left or right—not through the central gate or door. Follow your breathing and walk mindfully and silently. Leave your hat, umbrella, scarf, coat, and shoes in the designated place. Before you enter the meditation or Buddha hall, you should gently place your shoes in a straight line. Do not step on top of others’ shoes, even if you are barefoot. When you enter a stupa, the meditation or Buddha hall, you should join your palms and bow in the direction of the stupa or the Buddha altar or the ancestral altar. Your head should be uncovered. Circumambulate the stupa in a clockwise direction.

Avoid blowing your nose, coughing, and belching, and do not spit even into your handkerchief. Do not sit with your feet pointing at or with your back to the altar. Contemplate the statues with reverence and bring your attention to the calligraphies and parallel verses in silence. Do not carry on loud conversations or show off your knowledge about the history of the monastery, the statues, the ancestral teachers, or the Dharma instruments. Do not eat or drink in a Buddha hall or in a stupa.

In the meditation hall, when you arrive at your seat, stand straight behind the cushion, join your palms, and bow before sitting down. After using your mat and cushion, straighten them before leaving. You should kneel down and use your hands as you straighten your mat and cushion: never use your feet. You should never, without asking permission, displace or remove Dharma instruments. Always ask permission before taking mats, cushions, sutras, and chanting books out of the Buddha or meditation hall.

12. Prostrating and Chanting

When you prostrate, do not stand in the middle of the aisle in front of the altar; that place is reserved for the most senior monk or nun. Do not walk in front of anyone who is prostrating. If you would like to practice Touching the Earth, you should do so earlier than the activity bell for sitting meditation, or after the Sangha has finished the session, to avoid creating an obstacle for those who are entering or leaving the meditation hall. When you join your palms, your fingers should point upwards, touching one another directly and not alternating; do not hold anything in your hands while doing so. If you visualize your joined palms as a lotus bud, you may leave a small space between them. Do not prop your chin up with your fingers or place your fingers under your nose.

Breathe gently and deeply three times then meditate on the object of your reverence before touching the Earth. Bring your joined palms to your forehead and then down to your chest before separating your hands as you bend down to touch the earth. As you bring your joined palms to touch your forehead and then down in front of your heart, it means you are touching the Earth with your brain and your heart. When you prostrate, your forehead, your arms, and legs are as close to the ground as possible. While you are touching the Earth, turn the palms of your hands upwards and place them beside your head to show yourself—fully as you are—to the Buddha, without the thought of hiding anything. In the prostrate position, you should let go completely of the idea of a separate self. There is no “you,” and you do not possess anything. Your body, health, skills, intelligence, and knowledge have all been transmitted to you by your spiritual and blood ancestors. Touch the earth in such a way that you enter the stream of your ancestors and descendants in order to see that you are not a separate self, with all the suffering that that implies. Whenever you touch the earth, you should breathe in and out relaxingly at least three times so that you feel light and free, with nothing to worry about in the present moment. This is a way to practice coming back and taking refuge in the birthless and deathless stream of your ancestors.

If the meditation hall is crowded, you can choose a time to prostrate when few people are around. You should practice the Five Earth-Touchings, the Three Earth-Touchings, or the exercises in the book Touching the Earth: Intimate Conversations with the Buddha every day. This practice helps you to transform your suffering, heal feelings of isolation, and remove your inferiority, superiority, and equality complexes.

While reciting a sutra, pay attention to the words of the sutra. When you recite the name of the Buddha, do not make it a practice of reciting syllables without meaning; you have to be in touch with the great compassion, love, understanding, and aspiration of the Buddha. When you chant the Ten Titles of the Buddha, you have to bring these qualities alive in your own mind.

If you are leading the chanting for the Sangha, do not pitch your voice too high or too low.

Do not engage in the practice of magic, physiognomy, or fortune-telling. You should not support superstitious activities such as burning paper objects and money for the dead.

You should not practice to annul inauspicious astrological signs or as a medium or an exorcist. You should not turn the practice of chanting for the sick or for the deceased into a means of earning money by quoting a price for conducting funerals.

13. Sitting Meditation

When you hear the bell announcing sitting meditation, immediately finish what you are doing and consider that the sitting meditation has begun. Follow your breathing, mindful of every gesture and every step you take towards the meditation hall. Sitting meditation is an opportunity to bring together your body and mind; to generate peace, happiness, solidity, and freedom; and to nourish the development of mindfulness, concentration, and insight. Practicing sitting meditation with the Sangha, we can benefit from the collective energy, which makes the practice much easier.

Choose a cushion that fits your knees. Before sitting down, join your palms, bow and contemplate the gāthā for sitting down: “Sitting here is like sitting under the Bodhi tree. My body is mindfulness itself, free from all distraction.” When you are seated, immediately begin to adjust your posture and your conscious breathing. Do not wait for others to enter the hall or for the sound of the bell to begin your sitting practice. Sit in a relaxed posture with your back straight, but not rigid. Your head should be in a straight line with your spine. Your right hand can rest gently on your left hand. Relax all the muscles, starting with the face, then the shoulders, back, arms, abdomen, and legs.

Sit completely at ease, completely relaxed; do not strain yourself or try too hard. Whether sitting in the lotus position or half-lotus, your knees should be on the ground making your posture stable. You can close your eyes or leave them half-open, looking down at a point about one meter in front of you. Bring all your attention to your in-breath and out-breath in order to master your body and mind. During the whole session of sitting meditation, use your mindful breathing in order to bring your mind back to your body, to create oneness of body and mind, and to maintain stillness, clarity, and wakefulness. With mindful breathing, you recognize and calm your feelings and emotions and generate peace and joy. First of all, you practice exercises that are effective for nourishing the peace and joy of your body and mind. When your body and mind are still, you can use exercises of looking deeply that are appropriate to your situation. Looking deeply means you look deeply into how things really are in order to arrive at an insight that can remove obstructions and heal your body and mind. There are many meditations to help us look deeply, but the basic keys to unlock the door to the true nature of things are impermanence, non-self, interbeing, conditioned arising, and nirvāṇa.

If you feel some pain during the meditation, you have the right to correct your posture as long as you do so mindfully and without making a noise, which may disturb those near you.

Always respond to the command of the small or the big bell. If you arrive late to the meditation hall after the bell to start the meditation has begun to sound, do not enter. You can practice walking meditation outside and enter when you hear the bell indicating the end of sitting meditation.

When it is your turn to invite the bell, invite the wooden drum, or guide sitting meditation, you must master the art of these responsibilities and arrive early in order to prepare. When you are leading or guiding a meditation, read the exercises clearly and fluently and do not invite the bell too sharply or too softly. The happiness and success of a meditation period depends very much on the person guiding or leading it.

Come out of meditative concentration with gentle movements. First move your body a little to the left and then to the right. Slowly uncross your legs and gently massage them for the blood to circulate. Do not crack your knuckles or any other part of your body. Massage your hands until they are warm and put them over your eyes, then massage your face, shoulders, and leg muscles. Always practice mindful breathing while doing these movements.

After sitting meditation, we practice chanting or kinh hành (slow walking meditation where every step is combined with an in-breath or an out-breath). In slow walking meditation we try to maintain the same distance with the person in front throughout, and we walk in a natural and relaxed way. While practicing slow walking, do not look around, just be aware of the contact of your feet with the floor. Walk with as much peace, happiness, and freedom as you would in the Pure Land or the Kingdom of Heaven. Every step should bring you more mindfulness, stability, and freedom.

14. Walking Meditation

As a monk or a nun, whenever you need to walk anywhere, you should practice walking meditation. You coordinate your breathing with your footsteps. You can take two or three steps with the in-breath, depending on the need of your lungs, and then as many steps as you need for the out-breath. While walking, bring your attention to the soles of your feet, making every step with solidity, and really get in touch with the earth. Walk naturally. Mindfulness helps you walk with peace, happiness, and in freedom as if you were walking in the Pure Land or the Kingdom of Heaven. We can practice walking meditation many times during the day, either with the Sangha or on our own.

Whenever you need to go somewhere, even if it is only a few steps away, practice walking meditation. Walking meditation trains us to live deeply every minute of our daily life. While walking, you do not talk. If there is a need to say something, you can stop to say it. When you walk, you invest one hundred percent of your body and mind in your steps, and likewise when you talk. Only in this way can we generate the energy of mindfulness and concentration. You can use the gāthā “I have arrived, / I am home / In the here / In the now” while walking. If on the in-breath you take two steps, then you can silently say to yourselves, “arrived, arrived.” If on the out-breath you take three steps, you can say, “home, home, home.” Using the gāthā will help you dwell in mindfulness. Every time you feel sad, worried, or self-pity, walking meditation can help you let go of these negative energies and you will feel lighter and more joyful after ten to twenty minutes of practice. When you have nothing to do, walking meditation can nourish your joy and happiness, as well as your capacity to practice mindfulness, concentration, and insight, which are crucial for your solidity and freedom.

15. Listening to the Teachings 

When you hear the bell announcing the Dharma talk, go directly to the Dharma hall. Never come to the Dharma hall after the teacher has arrived. The Buddha’s teaching is like rain that can water the seeds of wisdom and compassion that lie deep in our consciousness to sprout and grow. Therefore, while listening to the Dharma, you should sit straight with all your respect as when you pay respect to the Buddha, chant, or practice sitting meditation. While listening to a Dharma talk, do not eat or drink. Do not talk to the person sitting next to you or pass a written message to another, unless there is an emergency, and your message will bring peace and happiness to the Sangha. You must not stand up, move about, or create a noise that will disturb others. To avoid having to leave during the talk, go to the toilet before entering the Dharma hall.

While listening to the Dharma talk, do not listen with your intellect or with a comparing mind. Listen to a Dharma talk, not to accumulate more knowledge about Buddhism, but to allow the teachings to go directly to your store consciousness, where they can touch the seeds of understanding and compassion that are already there, like the spring rain that penetrates the earth to give the seeds already there a chance to sprout. If while listening to a talk you just use your intellect to compare what you hear to what you already know, the Dharma rain will not penetrate the earth of your mind. Practice to listen with a mind that does not compare or judge and without prejudice. There are people who have experienced enlightenment while listening to a Dharma talk in this way. If the Dharma talk is being recorded and you put your effort into taking notes, then you will to a greater or lesser extent lose the ability to concentrate and so lose the opportunity to directly receive the most important teachings. If you need to take notes, take very few: just a couple of the most important words or thoughts.

16. Studying Sutras and Other Books

If you want to study a sutra apart from those you are studying in class with the Sangha, you should ask your teacher or mentor. The aim is not to study a huge number of sutras, but to study the basic sutras that are directly linked to the practice of precepts, concentration, and insight in your daily life. Basic sutras, such as The Full Awareness of Breathing,4 The Four Establishments of Mindfulness,5 Knowing the Better Way to Live Alone,6 and Knowing the Better Way to Catch a Snake,7 need to be studied thoroughly in order to provide a firm basis for your practice. Mahāyāna sutras like the Vajracchedikā,8 the Prajñāpāramitā, Ratnakūṭa, Avataṃsaka, Saddharma Puṇḍarīka,9 and Vimalakīrti Nirdeśa and Full Enlightenment Sutra (圓覺經) are closely related to these basic sutras. When studying a sutra, always ask yourself, “What is the connection between these transcendent teachings and my daily practice? How can I apply these sutras to my daily life in order to transform my suffering and liberate myself?” To study a sutra is not just to enjoy its deep ideas and then expound them to others but to allow it to shine light on your practice.


4 See Thích Nhất Hạnh, and Annabel Laity, Breathe, You Are Alive!: Sutra on the Full Awareness of Breathing (Berkeley, CA: Parallax Press, 2008).



5 See Thích Nhất Hạnh Transformation and Healing Sutra on the Four Establishments of Mindfulness, 2nd ed. (Berkeley, CA: Parallax Press, 2006).



6 See Thích Nhất Hạnh, Our Appointment with Life: The Buddha's Teaching On Living in the Present (Berkeley, CA: Parallax Press, 1990).



7 See Thích Nhất Hạnh, Thundering Silence: Sutra on Knowing the Better Way to Catch a Snake (Berkeley, CA: Parallax Press, 1993). 



8 See Thích Nhất Hạnh, Annabel Laity, and Anh Huong Nguyen, The Diamond That Cuts through Illusion: Commentaries on the Prajñaparamita Diamond Sutra, rev. ed. (Berkeley, CA: Parallax Press, 2010).



9 See Thích Nhất Hạnh, Opening the Heart of the Cosmos: Insights on the Lotus Sutra (Berkeley, CA: Parallax Press, 2003). Re-released with a new title, Peaceful Action, Open Heart (Berkeley, CA: Parallax Press, 2009). 


Before you read the traditional commentaries (śāstra) and modern writings on Buddhism, you should consult your teacher or mentor. Do not accumulate too many books or turn yourself into a bookworm.

Maintain an attitude of respect for sutras and recordings of Dharma talks. Do not put sutra books on the ground, a chair, or a cushion; only put them in a place that is clean and treated with respect. Do not write notes in sutra books. Always hold a sutra book with both hands. If you see dust on a sutra book, do not blow it off but use a clean cloth to wipe it. Do not put anything else on the table where you keep sutras. When you see a sutra book with a damaged cover, repair it to avoid further deterioration.

Do not lie down or slouch while you listen to a recording of a Dharma talk. Sit mindfully and respectfully, as you would while listening to a talk in the Dharma Hall. Do not listen to recordings of Dharma talks while working.

You should seek guidance from your teacher or mentor concerning what you should be reading. Only when you have mastered the teachings of the sutras, can you begin to study summaries of history and philosophy of world civilizations, comparative religion, applied psychology, and recent scientific discoveries. This further study can help you look deeply and discover similarities with what you learn in the sutras. Later they can help you teach the Buddhadharma in a more relevant way.

17. Robes, Bowl, Sitting Mat, and Personal Belongings 

The monastic robe and eating bowl are as close to a monastic as wings are to a bird. Take them wherever you go. In former times, monks and nuns had three robes. The saṅghāṭi is usually made of nine—and sometimes up to twenty-five—rectangular pieces of cloth. It is also called the higher robe. It was worn in an audience with the king, in important ceremonies, or for giving a Dharma talk. The uttarāsaṅga, made of seven pieces of cloth, is also called the middle robe. It was used for ceremonies, chanting the sutras and precept recitation, the Beginning Anew Ceremony, or listening to a Dharma talk. The antarvāsa, also called the lower robe, is made of five pieces of cloth. It was used for daily activities like work or going to the market.

Monks and nuns of today have the robe that is worn all the time (the áo vạt hò trousers and short upper robe, or the short nhật bình robe fastened at the front) which is equivalent to the antarvāsa. The robe that you wear to receive the Dharma is the áo tràng or the long áo nhật bình, which corresponds to the uttarāsaṅga. The ceremonial robe is the saṅghāṭi with the wide-sleeved robe worn underneath. The novice saṅghāṭi is called the plain robe and is not made of separate pieces of cloth. Before putting on your saṅghāṭi, you hold it at forehead level and contemplate the gāthā for wearing the saṅghāṭi. While wearing the saṅghāṭi, do not wear a hat or cover your head with a scarf, and do not let your robe cover your hands. Always hold your hands just below your chest while walking.

As a novice you only need three áo vạt hò and three long robes. In addition, you are allowed robes for working meditation, undergarments, and warm clothes necessary for cold climates. Do not wear clothes made of translucent, shiny, or colorful material. Do not design robes to be fashionable or wear clothes that make you look as if you are rich or a member of the nobility.

Do not wash or soak your clothes in perfumed soap.

If you have extra material, you should offer it to the Sangha.

You should not talk and joke while putting on your robes but in a relaxed manner do up or undo each button or press each stud while practicing the gāthā for putting on a robe.

The alms bowl is the vessel that holds the food of a monk or nun; it is often called “the vessel of appropriate measure.” This means that its color, the material of which it is made, and its size should be in accord with the right Dharma. The material can be clay, earthenware, certain metals or resins, and never of gold, silver, or jade. Its color should be of brown or gray and never a bright color. The size should evoke a spirit of moderation in eating rather than greed. When carrying your bowl, place your left hand beneath to support it, the four fingers of your right hand holding the outer side of the bowl, and your right thumb keeping the lid in place. When you walk in procession holding the bowl, keep your eyes cast in front of you, leaving about a meter—not more, not less—between you and the person in front of you. Maintain mindfulness in every step. You should consider your alms bowl as something precious and keep it in the way you do your saṅghāṭi and the sutras. It should be stored in a high and clean place, and it is always to be held with both hands.

The sitting mat is the cloth spread on the ground for sitting. In Sanskrit it is called niṣīdana. Monks and nuns used this to avoid sitting on thorns, insects, or whatever else that might cling on to your robes or your body. Its color should match that of your robes—like dark blue, brown, or grey—and not other bright colors. It should not be more than about one square meter.

You should not wear high-heeled shoes or carry fashionable or luxurious bags. Do not wear gold, silver, or precious stones, or have your teeth filled with gold or silver. Do not use mālās that are bright in color or made of expensive gems. Do not keep anything, such as perfume or cosmetics, that a monk or a nun does not need. Do not store up too many personal belongings such as shampoo, toothpaste, etc.

18. Eating 

Upon hearing the bell announcing a meal, immediately stop what you are doing, fetch your bowl, and go to the dining hall to join the queue for serving food. Do not make the fact that there is a long queue into an excuse for coming late. Your presence from the start will contribute to the energy which everyone in the Sangha needs. Follow your breathing and smile, and by means of mindfulness, feel your connection with the Sangha. Do not talk, even in whispers. While you are queuing and serving your food, practice the gāthās and the Five Contemplations. Practice mindfulness as you put food into your bowl as if you are going on the alms round. As you serve your food, place it gently, neatly, and beautifully in your bowl. Do not search around in the serving tray for what you like or choose just what tastes good. Do not lift the food close to your nose or bend over it to smell it before putting it into your bowl. Take the amount you need or a little less. 

Practice walking meditation with solidity and freedom as you carry your bowl from the serving table to your seat. Sit in the correct place10 and put your bowl neatly in front of you. Maintaining an upright sitting posture, immediately begin the practice of mindful breathing. Do not waste precious time that could be used for the practice while waiting for others to arrive. 


10 Each hamlet has its own guidelines on where you should sit, and you should follow these.


Practice the Five Contemplations before eating. While eating, you do not talk or think about the past or the future. All you need to do is to bring your full awareness to and be deeply in touch with the food and the Sangha surrounding you. Eat in a way that nourishes your joy and gratitude during the whole meal, just as if you were eating with the Buddha and the original Sangha in Jeta’s Grove. See the value of every grain of rice and spoonful of food and do not allow your mind to be disturbed by whether the food tastes good or not. Chew carefully, from thirty to fifty times. Hold your bowl at chest level and bring the spoon up to your mouth in order to keep your back and head straight. Chew with your mouth closed, not smacking your lips, chewing food noisily, or slurping the soup. Do not take too large a mouthful. Avoid making noise when your cutlery touches your bowl.

When drinking, hold your cup or glass with both hands and do not bow to greet people while you are drinking. Do not drink and chew food at the same time. When you need to use a toothpick, you should cover your mouth. Do not stand up during the meal. Every now and then pause in order to be in touch with the presence of the Sangha and to see how fortunate you are to be able to practice the Dharma with the Sangha. You should not leave food and then throw it away. When you have finished eating, do not put your bowl down if your elder brothers and sisters have not yet finished. When you have finished, do not stand up before the Sangha has permission to stand. Do not eat apart from the Sangha, except when you are sick. Do not gather in a group and eat in the kitchen. You should have a light meal and eat a small quantity in the evening. Whenever you eat or drink, you should always be seated.

19. Using the Bathroom

You should keep your body clean and your nails cut short. Washing and bathing your body are an opportunity to look deeply at your body, to be in touch with your ancestors and descendants, to see that you are a continuation in a stream of life and to be aware of your role in nourishing the body and mind of your ancestors and descendants. While bathing, maintain your mindfulness and lightness of spirit. Do not turn on the water so strongly that it splashes outside the cubicle. When you bathe or wash clothes, do not waste water and electricity. Do not talk, laugh, sing, or chant the sutras while you bathe. Do not use the shower rooms for so long that others have to wait. Do not urinate in the shower. Do not hang your towel or clothes on top of others’ belongings. Do not leave your personal belongings in the bathroom so that they are in the way of those using the bathroom after you. Use only as much soap and shampoo as you need and return them to their proper place after use. Carefully rinse any basins you have used and turn them upside down to dry. There should be a small vase of flowers in the bathroom to remind us that the bathroom is also a place to practice mindfulness and looking deeply.

When brushing your teeth, do not walk around, talk, or joke. Stand still in one place, practice the gāthā for brushing your teeth, and leisurely brush your teeth in mindfulness. When flossing, brushing your teeth, or rinsing your mouth, lower your head over the basin to avoid dirtying the mirror and splashing water around.

20. Using the Toilet

When you need to relieve yourself, go promptly so it doesn’t become a matter of urgency. Before opening the door of a toilet, knock three times even if you know that there is no one in there. You should not urge the person in the toilet to come out quickly. When using the toilet, remember to practice mindfulness; your time here is no less important than your time in the Dharma or the meditation hall. Maintain your peace, joy, and freedom. Do not bring a sutra to read there, and do not spit or groan while using the toilet. Do not talk and joke with the person in the next stall. When you finish, make sure the toilet is clean for the next person. In places where the sewage system requires it to prevent blockages, put all paper in the container provided. If you use up the toilet paper, fetch a new roll and put it in place for the next person. Wash your hands with soap after using the toilet.

When it is your turn to clean the toilet, give all your attention to making the toilet clean and fragrant. You can put a small vase of flowers in the toilet to remind people that this is also a place to practice mindfulness and meditation.

For nuns only: during your period, you must wrap sanitary napkins properly before disposing them in the trash bin. 

21. Washing and Drying Your Clothes

Do not soak your clothes for days. When you hand-wash clothes, use the basins reserved for this purpose and not those used for preparing food, washing vegetables, or washing dishes. Do not throw soapy water where it will not drain or pollute the area. When you use a washing machine, choose detergents that do not pollute the environment. Do all you can to save water and electricity. Do not use the machine unless you have a full load. Do not use the machine when the community needs quiet or when the cost of electricity is at its peak. Take out your clothes as soon as the machine has finished its washing cycle. Refrain from using the dryer or the iron to dry your clothes.

Use clothespins so your clothes won’t blow off the line. Hang your clothes neatly, and discreetly, in a way that does not take up too much space. Do not hang your clothes in areas frequented by many people. When hanging trousers, the legs should be close together; trousers and socks should be hung below the level of your head. Undergarments should be hung in a discreet and designated area. Refrain from hanging wet clothes that drip water on other people’s clothes. As soon as your clothes are dry, fold and put them away (so that you can free up the space for others’ clothes).

22. Sharing a Room and Going to Sleep

You must share a room with at least one other practitioner. You should frequently ask after each other’s well-being using loving speech. Sharing a room with someone who is more experienced in the practice is a great blessing because you can learn much from them, especially as far as fine manners and interacting with others are concerned. Nevertheless, after one year, you should ask to change roommates. This will help you avoid being too close to just one person, which could cut you off from others in the Sangha. If you are sharing a room with someone less experienced in the practice, help him or her learn more about mindfulness, fine manners, and interacting with others. If you see that they are not practicing fine manners well, find ways to remind them skillfully and with loving kindness. If they have strong habit energies and are not yet capable of accepting your guidance and suggestions, practice patience and do not be disappointed. When you see that your fellow monk or nun is about to transgress a precept or is intentionally hiding a mistake, you need to dissuade them from doing that, and encourage them to express regret. If you are not successful, then you can ask someone else to help that person. When someone points out your own weaknesses in the practice of fine manners, join your palms in gratitude. Do not make excuses, change the subject, or compare your behavior with someone else’s. If you have to be absent from your room for some time, let your roommate(s) know.

When the wake-up bell is invited in the morning, you should wake each other up and together go to the morning sitting. Make your bed as soon as you have risen. When changing or hanging up your clothes, you should be discreet and heedful. Do not dry your socks, gloves, scarf, or other clothes on the heater. Do not decorate your room with anything that could be considered a luxury or with worldly comforts. Do not decorate your room with the skins, bones, or horns of animals. Do not take Sangha property for personal use in your own room. Do not store food and drinks in your room. Share the responsibility and work of keeping the room neat and clean. The most important thing is that those who share the room are in harmony. Be thoughtful and considerate to avoid causing trouble for others. For example, ask others in the room before you turn on the light, open the window, or turn on or off the heater. Respect each other’s personal belongings and ask permission if you would like to borrow anything. Walk, stand, open and close doors gently so as not to make a noise. Do not talk and laugh loudly when others need to rest in the rooms nearby. Do not talk in whispers or use the laptop in your room when others need to rest. Knock gently before entering a room, even if it is your room.

Respect the official time of Noble Silence. Noble Silence is not something sad, insipid, or heavy; it is something vital and energizing that is essential for creating an atmosphere that makes transformation and healing possible. Go to sleep and turn off the room lights and your personal lamp at the official time. If you really need to study or work more, you should go somewhere else like the library or study room and use a desk light.

Sleep in your áo vạt hò. Lie on your right side when you go to sleep as this is the most peaceful and healthy position. The Buddha usually lay in that position. Do not sleep with a cat or dog or with another person. Under special circumstances, when there are not enough beds, you can temporarily sleep on the same bed as another, but not under the same blanket. If you have no choice but to sleep under the same blanket, make sure you are wearing all your clothes. Do not lull yourself to sleep by reading or listening to recordings. Do not light a candle on your bedside table because if you accidentally fall asleep, it can cause a fire. When you lie down, practice total relaxation or such gāthās as “In/out, deep/slow,” or “Breathing in, I go back to the island within myself.” Do not think about the past, plan for the next day, or think about projects for the future. If you have a bad dream, do not allow yourself to fall asleep straight away. You should sit up and massage yourself to improve your blood circulation or go quietly outside for five or ten minutes of walking meditation before going back to sleep.

For monks only: If you have a seminal emission during sleep, wake up early in order to bathe and change your clothes before morning meditation.

23. Second Body

This is a practice to help the novice develop brotherhood and sisterhood and take root in the Sangha. According to this practice, everyone has a monastic Sangha member whom they take care of. Naturally we cannot take care of and be close to everybody in the Sangha; therefore everyone is given a second body to look after. According to this arrangement, everyone in the Sangha has someone to take care of, with the result that everyone in the Sangha will be cared for. If each person looks after their second body properly, then the entire community will be well taken care of.

Practice to see that you and your second body are one. At all times, each person has the responsibility to care for the health, happiness, practice, and observance of the precepts and fine manners of their second body. When it is time for a Sangha activity, like sitting, walking, or eating meditation, you should know whether your second body is present or not. If not, then you should know the reason, and when asked, you should explain to the Sangha why your second body is absent. If your second body is sick, you should notify the health coordinator and help them provide medication and food for your second body. When travelling on the bus, train, or airplane, you should know if your second body is on board. If your second body’s quality of practice is low, you should support them. If needed, you can request the help of another brother or sister in the Sangha to help you support your second body. You should have a close enough relationship with your second body to be able to know their difficulties and aspirations in order to offer support.

24. Inviting and Listening to the Bell

The bell is the voice of the Buddha calling us back to mindfulness. Every time you hear the sound of the bell, stop what you are doing—including speaking and thinking. Come back to your breathing and practice the gāthā for listening to the bell. Breathe lightly and deeply and smile as you return to the present moment, body and mind united. If you are listening to the sound of the large outdoor bell being invited over a long period of time, you can continue what you are doing, but follow your breathing and continue to practice mindfulness as you work. When you hear the bell, do not continue to lie down but sit or stand up, except when sick.

When you are a bell master, practice mindful breathing along with the gāthā for inviting the bell before waking the bell up. Only when your body and mind are at one, and you have established mindfulness and concentration should you invite the bell. If you are inviting the large outdoor bell in the early morning or in the evening, you can chant the bell-inviting gāthās out loud, but after each sound of the bell, you have to breathe mindfully and wait until the sound has died away before chanting the next gāthā.

Before inviting any bell, practice joining your palms and breathing mindfully. See the bell as a Bodhisattva who has come to awaken everyone present. You should wake up any bell before inviting it in order not to startle the Sangha. Between each sound of the bell, breathe mindfully and evenly at least three times so that everyone has plenty of time to enjoy their breathing. If you are the bell master during a Dharma talk, you should invite the bell approximately every twenty minutes to give the audience a chance to follow their breathing and relax. Do not invite the bell so as to interrupt the teacher in mid-sentence or in the middle of doing something. If you are a bell master for a chanting or precept recitation session, be sure to arrive early in order to arrange the bells and sutra books that are needed.

25. Attending Dharma Sharing

Dharma sharing is an opportunity to share our understanding about Buddhist teachings, especially when the topic is the Dharma talk that has been given that day. We can deepen our understanding of the contents of the talk and open up our way of looking as well as our way of practice. The aim of a Dharma sharing is to learn from the Sangha’s experience and insights, as well as to share our own insights and experience of the practice. If there is something that you find difficult to understand or practice, you should mention it so the Sangha can shine light on it for you. If you have an insight that could contribute to the practice experience of others, share it, but do not speak just to show off your knowledge or to denigrate someone else’s point of view.

Join your palms and bow before you speak. After you have finished sharing, join your palms to let others know you have finished. Do not interrupt another who is talking, and do not try to impose your ideas on others to prove that you are more knowledgeable or intelligent than they are. Practice deep listening in order to understand and learn from others’ viewpoints. Participate in Dharma sharing in such a way that, by the end of it, you feel you have learnt something new and will be able to practice precepts, concentration, and insight more effectively.

As the person who facilitates Dharma sharing, you should have experience in doing so and the ability to summarize the main points of the Dharma talk in order to propose topics of discussion that are relevant to the practice and Sangha life. The facilitator should know how to bring the Sangha back to the topic of the Dharma sharing skillfully and not allow the sharing to go off the point. Do not allow the sharing to become a purely intellectual discussion which has no benefit for the practice. The freshness and loving kindness of the facilitator make the atmosphere friendly and harmonious, helping everyone to share wholeheartedly. Avoid creating an atmosphere where people just sing, tell jokes, engage in cross talk or where one person talks about their personal life. You should know how to invite a bell of mindfulness to improve the quality of the sharing. Before ending the session, the facilitator should try to address any questions that have not been addressed and summarize skillfully so that people can benefit in many ways. Conclude by thanking everyone for their sharing and their presence in the Dharma sharing.

26. Taking Part in Tea Meditation

A tea meditation is an opportunity to appreciate one another’s presence in the spirit of harmony, brotherhood, and sisterhood. There are two parts to tea meditation: the first is ceremonial; the second takes the form of an exchange. The ceremonial part includes welcoming the guests, offering incense, Touching the Earth, making the tea, serving the tea and cookies, and then drinking the tea. All this takes place in a ceremonial and mindful way. 

After welcoming the guests, incense offering, and Touching the Earth, everyone sits down in a circle and follows their breathing as in a sitting meditation. We can observe the actions of the tea servers as we follow our breathing, and dwell peacefully in the present moment. The tea server brings the tray with tea and a cookie to the tea master. After the tea master has offered the tea and cookie to the Buddha, both tea master and tea server return to their places at the same time. Then the trays of tea and cookies are passed around to the guests in mindfulness. Each guest joins their palms and bows on being offered the tea or cookies, takes a cookie or cup of tea, then passes the tray with both hands on to the next person with a smile. Every action should radiate mindfulness, happiness, peace, and freedom. If you would like to have more tea or cookies later on, make a sign to the server and the tray will be passed to you. Avoid saying anything or standing up then sitting down during the ceremonial part. 

After every guest has their tea and cookie, the tea master will hold their cup of tea up, wait for everyone to do the same and by this very gesture, without speaking, invite everyone to enjoy the fragrance of their tea and cookie in mindfulness. This is a moment of Noble Silence so that all can be truly present for one another, to be present for all the wonders of the cosmos contained in the cup of tea or cookie. During this part of the ceremony, the tea master, tea server, and guests all follow their breathing, practice being fully present in the Sangha, and recognize each other’s presence. Our breathing, the look in our eyes, and every gesture we make are accompanied by the energy of mindfulness at each moment. This is authentic meditation practice.

At the invitation of the tea master, everyone will lift their cup of tea; then the tea master will recite the gāthā for drinking tea together, and tea master and guests will drink the tea and eat the cookie in mindfulness. After about ten minutes of drinking and eating in silence, the tea master will invite everyone to share their happiness and experience of the practice. This second part of the tea meditation includes exchanging words of appreciation and care for each other in a kind and respectful way, and sometimes the reading of poetry, singing, or telling a story. Although this part of the tea meditation is more intimate and less ceremonial, the setting is still one of mindfulness. The content of these sharings is able to enrich our insight, joy, mutual understanding, friendship, and respect. Join your palms and bow before and after sharing. When you share, speak briefly—at the most five minutes—so that others have a chance to share. You should not bring to the tea meditation stories that have no spiritual benefit. The taste of the tea meditation should be the taste of Zen.

If you are the tea master or a tea server, be sure to rehearse before the ceremony, so you know exactly what to do. Everything you do should be gentle, leisurely, and accompanied by mindfulness. As the tea master you should speak respectful words of greeting and well wishes at the beginning and the conclusion of the second part of the tea meditation.

There should not be too many people at a tea meditation. Traditionally, the largest number of attendants is sixteen. This provides an intimate atmosphere and the opportunity for everyone to share. Only when we have no other choice do we host tea meditation for larger numbers of people. The tea servers should prepare in advance RSVP-invitation cards and so have the right number of cushions and cups. This avoids having to stand up at the last moment to fetch more. You should use cloth napkins or leaves to put the cookies on; in this way, by avoiding using paper napkins, you protect the environment. The mindful ambience is maintained to the very end of the ceremony, after the tea master and tea servers have stood at the door and bowed to each departing guest as an expression of farewell and gratitude.

27. Breaking the “Triangle” 

When you have a difficulty with a brother or sister in the Sangha, you should do all you can to reconcile and to resolve your internal formation. You should not complain about this person with others in the community, especially in order to find an ally to oppose that person. In Plum Village, finding an ally to oppose another person is called making a “triangle.” It is planting a seed that gives rise to division and confusion in the Sangha. It is the duty of each one of us to break this kind of triangle as soon as it begins to form. You should be aware that whatever you do or say to one person affects everyone else in the Sangha, and you are totally responsible for everything you say or do. If you have something to say about someone, it is best to say it directly to that person and not go to a third person. If you have any doubts about something or someone, it is best to clarify it directly with those concerned.

If someone approaches you to complain about the difficulties they are having with a third person, you can practice deep listening to help relieve their suffering. Listen with an unprejudiced mind and with compassion in order to understand the root of the problem. Based on your independent observation, look deeply to understand both sides. If you recognize wrong perceptions in what the person is saying to you, help them to correct those perceptions, and they will suffer less as soon as that happens. You can share with them what you know about the third person’s difficulties, as well as pointing out their positive and kind qualities. This will help the person to remember or recognize the reality of the situation. You can skillfully encourage the person who has confided in you to go to the third person so they can sit together and reestablish communication. If necessary, you can volunteer to be present in order to help that person express everything which they have not yet been able to say to the third person. Avoid becoming an ally with one side to oppose the other side, thereby creating a triangle. If you are not able to help break this triangle within one or two days, you should seek the advice and support of someone more skillful in the Sangha, or your teacher.

28. Dealing with Anger

Monks and nuns should know how to handle their anger. Anger is a fire that can burn up the good actions you have accomplished, an ax that can destroy brotherhood and sisterhood. We should not suppress our anger. When you see anger arising in yourself, refrain from doing or saying anything and return to your breathing to generate mindfulness and recognize and embrace the energy of anger with the energy of mindfulness.

You should practice the exercise “Breathing in, I know I am angry. Breathing out, I know the most important thing is to take care of my anger.” You can use the following gāthā, each line accompanied by an in-breath or an out-breath:


Anger makes me ugly.

Knowing this I smile.

Returning to myself I guard my mind,

diligent in loving kindness.



Do not continue to listen to or give your attention to the person whom you perceive is causing your anger. You should skillfully excuse yourself and go outside to practice walking, jogging, sitting, or working meditation. Constantly maintain awareness of your breathing so that you have enough energy of mindfulness to embrace the anger. In whatever position your body may be, breathe naturally. All you need to do is give your full attention to your breathing. Breathing like this for a few minutes will naturally calm and deepen your breathing. Your feelings will be more pleasant. The mindfulness energy generated by your breathing will continue to support you, helping you to recognize and embrace the anger. 

After your mind has calmed down, you can look deeply to see that the person making you angry also has their own suffering and unskillfulness, just as you have. They need your help, not your blame and punishment. Retaliation is not a solution. The tendency to want to punish the other person, to make them suffer in order to relieve our own suffering, is a violent tendency in each of us. We need to recognize this when we practice mindful breathing and walking. Look deeply to see that the seed of anger and the habit energy of losing your temper are still very strong in you. That is the basic cause of your suffering. When you can see this, your mind will quieten down. You will see that only the practice of understanding and love can help you and the other person, and you will notice your mind of compassion arising. By practicing every day to transform the roots of your anger, you will experience true peace and joy.


If a precious stone is not polished,

it is of no use to anyone.

What a waste of the stone!

The same is true for the practitioner.

You live to offer freshness.

Anger and ignorance spoil your life.

If you love and understand and do not blame,

you manifest as a Bodhisattva in your practice center.



29. Using the Telephone

When the telephone rings, treat it like the sound of the activity bell or the meditation-hall bell, calling you back to mindfulness. Smile and follow your breath; stop all your thinking and speaking and practice the gāthā for listening to the bell as you breathe mindfully. At the third ring, gradually walk to the telephone with each step in mindfulness, maintaining your mindful breathing and your smile. As soon as you pick up the receiver, say the name of the monastery, some words of greeting, and ask how you can help. People who are suffering and in despair may call the monastery for relief. We can practice listening deeply to them with compassion and find ways to relieve their suffering. Maintain mindfulness as you speak on the telephone. Be succinct and only say what is necessary. If it will take five minutes or more to find someone to reply, ask the caller to call again in fifteen minutes. When you make a telephone call to someone, politely greet the person who has answered, say your name, then ask to speak with the person whom you need to talk to.

Do not use a mobile phone during sitting meditation, chanting, Sangha meetings, or classes. Do not call someone of the opposite gender after dark. Before making a telephone call, practice the gāthā for using the telephone. When you hear the other person’s dial tone ring, breathe in and out mindfully, practicing the gāthā for listening to the bell. Use loving speech, not talking loudly, laughing, or joking. While speaking, stand or sit in an upright position, and do not wave your hands about to express your ideas. Only use the telephone when necessary. If the other person is making meaningless conversation, find a way to excuse yourself politely before hanging up.

30. Using the Computer

You should learn how to use and maintain the computer. If you have not done so, do not touch it. Do not lose yourself by becoming engrossed in what you are doing on the computer. To help with this, program the computer to give you a reminder every fifteen minutes, so that you can have an opportunity to stop, breathe, and smile while you are working. Your back should be straight when you sit at the computer, and both feet should be placed firmly on the floor. The keyboard should be on a level with your abdomen. When using a laptop, you should place it on a table and always sit according to the fine manners. If, while using the computer, you feel a little tired, you should stop and massage your eyes, or practice walking meditation or mindful movements in the fresh air for about ten minutes before resuming your work. If you have to go somewhere and will return to use the computer, then put it to sleep to save electricity. When you have finished using the computer, make sure you shut it down properly before turning off the electricity at the power source in order to keep it in good condition. Before you leave the place where you have been using the computer, make sure it is clean and tidy. Do not think that computer work is more important than other community tasks.

Unless you have the Sangha’s permission, you should not have a private email address. Before using the internet, you should let your mentor clearly know why and have a second body by your side so that you are protected from straying onto toxic websites.

31. Working in the Kitchen 

You should look at the kitchen as a place of practice. Before starting work in the kitchen offer incense to the Kitchen Bodhisattva. After that, wash your hands; make sure to keep your hands clean during the whole time of preparing the meal. When you cook for the Sangha, do not just give your attention to making the food taste good. The wholesome, pure, and mindful energy that goes into the food is more important than the taste. We prepare food with all our love, aware that it is a chance to practice making an offering. Calculate how much time you will need so that you may give yourself enough time to work in a leisurely and unrushed manner. Whatever you are doing—whether walking, standing, grinding beans, peeling potatoes, cooking soup, or stir-frying vegetables—you should do it gently in the spirit of fine manners. Follow your breathing and smile while you are working. Do not sing, hum, or chant. You should not talk, and you should especially not gossip about matters that do not relate to the practice. If you need to ask or say something about preparing the meal to your fellow practitioners, speak succinctly and just loud enough for the other person to hear. 

Working with fellow practitioners in the kitchen is an opportunity to understand and appreciate each other better. Always ask each other for their opinion so the work can be taken care of in a harmonious way. Be attentive to see if your fellow practitioners need any help, and do not leave anyone to carry heavy items on their own.

Wash vegetables in three changes of water, and only use basins that are reserved for food preparation. When cooking, always have a separate spoon to taste the food. Wear gloves if you have to mix food with your hands and use chopsticks or a spoon to arrange food on the serving dishes. Do not scratch your head, cough, or spit in the kitchen. Always keep your hands clean and do not lick or suck your fingers. If you go to the toilet, wash your hands before returning to your work in the kitchen. Avoid pouring boiling water into the sink, down the drain, or on the earth. Any utensils you use should be cleaned and put away where they came from after you are finished.

If you do not have any responsibility to take care of in the kitchen, avoid entering it. Refrain from gathering in groups in the kitchen to eat, chat, and joke. When you have finished your present task in the kitchen, come out to eat with the rest of the Sangha in the dining room. Do not cook food separately for yourself. If food is offered to animals, be sure it is given in dishes that are just for animals, and do not cook meat for them to eat.

32. Going Outside of Your Monastery or Nunnery

Do not go anywhere outside the monastery without a good reason. Do not leave the monastery at night. Ask permission from your mentor, the abbot/abbess, or Thầy before going anywhere. Once you leave the monastery grounds, you should always be in the company of another nun, if you are a nun, or a monk, if you are a monk, who is solid in the practice of precepts and fine manners. You should be neatly dressed in your nhật bình robe, and your undershirt or undergarment should come below your waist and not be visible. The novice nun should wear the headscarf every time she goes outside of the nunnery. Whether you are walking or traveling by bicycle, motorcycle, or car, maintain your practice of fine manners and protect your six senses by always dwelling in mindfulness. Do not allow the flashy advertisements or products in the town to ensnare you. If you come across groups of people watching a fight, an argument, martial arts, or a magic show, or you see toxic billboards, do not stop to look. Do not go near people who are drunk or unstable. If you meet a senior monk or nun, you should stop, join your palms, and inquire about their health. If you meet a monk or nun of another tradition or faith, you should greet them with respect. A monk or a nun who is mindful in the middle of a crowd should be a silent Dharma talk showing how a liberated person lives in stability and freedom. Recognize how lucky you are to live in the monastery, where the ambience is peaceful and fresh, the air is good, and you are supported and protected by the Sangha. As soon as you finish your errand, return to the temple. Only go where the Sangha has given you permission to go and do not drop into one place after another on a whim. Upon your return to the monastery, greet your teacher or the abbot/abbess.

If a novice monk goes to a nunnery or a novice nun goes to a monastery, at least one fellow practitioner of the same gender must go with you. Stay alongside each other to help maintain your mindfulness and fine manners, not chatting or laughing. All the exchanges between yourself and the monks or nuns you are visiting should lie within the sphere of practice, study, and the monastic ideal. Do not stay longer than you need to, and once you have finished your business, return promptly to your own temple.

Letters written to someone of the opposite gender, should only be about the practice, Sangha service, and the monastic ideal. Exchanging letters of affection is not appropriate for a monk or nun. Do not give presents to an individual monk or nun as a souvenir. Do not complain about what you do not have, or your poor health, in order to encourage someone to give you a gift or donation. Do not complain about things you don’t like or difficulties in your own monastery or nunnery. When you return to your temple, do not talk about what you liked or disliked about the monastery or nunnery you have visited.

Before you go to the market, know what and how much you need to buy. Always guard your six senses. Do not enter places that sell toxic books, magazines, or images. Do not buy for yourself items of superior quality, and do not buy something you do not need just because you see a clever advertisement.

Be careful how you carry money. Do not engage in hard bargaining. Do not purse your lips in disapproval of the merchandise or the price. You can, however, politely ask the shopkeeper if it is possible to offer a special price for the monastery. You should take care when choosing wares, not causing damage by dropping them or bruising fruits and vegetables. If you have already promised a shopkeeper you will buy something from them, do not refuse to buy it because it is being sold more cheaply elsewhere. Do not buy things on credit. You should not make idle conversation with the shopkeeper.

33. Driving, Being a Passenger, or Walking on the Road 

Whenever you drive, bring your driver’s license and the legal papers of the vehicle with you. Before you start the car, check to see that there is enough gas, water, and oil and that the car is in safe operating condition. Remember to draw up your long robe neatly as you sit in/on the vehicle and fasten your seat belt. Before turning on the engine, practice looking deeply according to the gāthā for driving the car. Follow your breathing and maintain mindfulness, freshness, peace, and joy for the whole of the drive. Every time you stop at a red light, smile, lean back in your seat, relax, and return to your mindful breathing. While driving, do not use a mobile phone, even the kind that is not handheld. Do not talk aimlessly about this and that, joke, or eat and drink. When driving a manual car, change gear smoothly. Keep within the speed limit. Do not suddenly accelerate or overtake carelessly. Only overtake when it is absolutely necessary and when you are completely sure it is safe to do so. When driving in town or a crowded place, you should slow down and drive very carefully. Do not talk so that your mind is focused on the driving. When you are stuck in a traffic jam, follow your breath, smile, and practice “I have arrived, I am home.”

When driving a long distance, you may talk to avoid being sleepy or even nodding off. When it is raining or there is ice on the road, drive slowly enough to be safe and avoid using the brake. When driving at night, you should not turn on the high beams when there is another car in front, even if the car is more than ten meters in front of you. Never look at a map while you are driving. If you are unsure of the route, pull safely to the side of the road to look at the map. 

On a long journey, if you begin to feel tired, you should let someone else drive. If there is no one else who can drive, pull over and rest until you no longer feel sleepy. You should remember that the lives of those in the car depend on your careful driving. You should not be irritated or angry when other cars drive recklessly, and do not use the horn out of impatience. Park the car correctly and legally. If you are borrowing someone else’s car, you should check the petrol, oil, water, and the other parts of the car, including the brakes and the mirrors, to make sure everything is in safe driving condition before you drive. Before you return the car, do the same.

As a passenger, you also practice as above. Find skillful ways to remind the driver and other passengers to practice together, so that for the whole journey, you can generate mindfulness, concentration, and joy. Before leaving the car, remember to close all windows. In winter, cover the windscreen to avoid freezing.

When you ride a bicycle or a motorcycle, wear your helmet and nhật bình robe, and—most importantly—practice the fine manners. Do not accelerate suddenly and do not pedal too fast on the bicycle. Do not ride or drive alongside another vehicle in order to have a conversation. Avoid taking a passenger on your bicycle.

When walking, always walk facing the oncoming traffic. Only cross the road at junctions where there is a pedestrian crossing and when the pedestrian light is green, unless you are on a road without markings and there is no possibility of doing so. At night or when it is dark, you must wear a reflective vest and use a flashlight so that drivers can easily see and avoid you.

34. Relating to Laypeople 

When laypeople touch the earth before you, you should always remember that you are representing the Sangha Jewel. This means that the layperson is Touching the Earth before the Sangha and not before you as an individual. With this awareness, you will not become a victim of arrogance and self-importance.

When laypeople come to the monastery, it is not just to touch the earth and make offerings, but also to be able to enjoy the purity, peace, and joy in the atmosphere of the monastery. They may also want to take the opportunity to learn practices that they can take home and apply in their family life. You should, therefore, try to find a suitable way to make it possible for them to benefit from the precious gifts of the practice that the monastery can offer. Create occasions for them to practice chanting, listening to Dharma talks, walking and sitting meditation, conscious breathing, eating in silence, and performing mindful service.

When you talk to them, talk only about matters of spiritual practice and the practices that can be applied in daily life. Do not spend time discussing questions that are purely theoretical, even if they pertain to the Buddhist teachings. Do not become involved in useless talk about worldly matters or encourage the laypeople to talk about these things.

If a layperson enjoys talking about the faults of other monks, nuns, or practice centers, gently remind them not to do so, and be determined not to listen to such conversations. If someone is unfamiliar with the monastery guidelines of conduct and speaks or acts inappropriately, humbly and gently give them instructions. Do not be impatient or blame them.

The aim of a monk or a nun is to bring happiness to the world. Therefore, a young monk or nun has to learn to sit and listen deeply to the suffering of laypeople in order to understand the roots of their suffering. Based on your own experience of the practice, you will be able to offer them practices that can help them transform their suffering and reconcile with themselves, their families, and their society. This experience will be very useful for you, when, in the future, you go out to teach and lead retreats for laypeople. As a young monastic, you should make a special effort to be close to children and young people. Help them feel less isolated and teach them how to take part in walking, sitting, tea meditation, Touching the Earth, and how to eat in mindfulness.

Do not behave or live in a careless and negligent way, causing the laypeople to lose faith in the Three Jewels. Do not act as a matchmaker for laypeople. Do not act as a spy and report to outsiders what is going on in the Sangha. Do not make a pledge to a special relationship with a layperson, asking that person to be your mother, father, brother, sister, son, or daughter. Do not be too close to one or two laypeople and spend an inordinate amount of time with them, thus neglecting others.

You should learn to relate to all lay friends equally and not discriminate between rich, poor, educated, or uneducated. You should encourage lay friends to make offerings to the entire Sangha, rather than to any individual member of the Sangha. Do not raise funds for your personal use. If someone would like to offer you something, you should encourage them to make the offering to the Sangha instead. In the case that they are determined to make the offering to you specifically, you should receive it and pass it on to the Sangha. Do not give special treatment to those who make offering or allow them to make demands of the Sangha because they are donors. Do not criticize the quality of an offering from laypeople. Do not keep money or jewelry for laypeople. 

Do not invest money, lend money with interest, buy stocks and shares, or play the lottery.

35. Visiting a Donor or Your Family 

When visiting a donor’s home, sit only where you are invited to sit. If you need to talk about the Dharma, make sure that what you say is correct and suitable for those listening. Do not speak too long. Avoid showing off your knowledge and seeking people’s admiration. Any teachings you give should be practical, helping those who hear them to overcome their current difficulties by means of the practice. Only talk about the Dharma when the hearers are seated respectfully and are properly dressed. Do not laugh loudly or giggle together.

When eating, you should practice fine manners in the same way as when you are eating with the Sangha. You should not visit a donor’s house after dark to attend a dinner party, nor should you try to find an excuse to stay overnight. Do not sit alone with someone of the opposite sex where others cannot see you without a third person. Always look in front of you, and do not glance from side to side. When speaking with someone of the opposite sex, do not speak in a low voice or whisper. Do not sit at a table where there is wine or meat. Do not praise what you see in the house, making people feel they should offer these things to you. Do not insinuate or say that you lack resources in order to receive material offerings. Avoid talking about your difficulties as a monk or a nun, or the difficulties of other monks or nuns, as it will discourage and diminish the faith and confidence in the practice of your donors. Do not loiter in a layperson’s house or in the town to chat and eat snacks.

When visiting your family, you should invite one or two monastic sisters (if a nun) or brothers (if a monk) to go with you. When you enter the house, first of all, greet and ask after your parents’ and siblings’ health. Then pay respect to the Buddha and the ancestral altar if they are present in your family’s home. After that, you can go and visit other relatives. Do not talk about the difficulties you are experiencing as a monk or a nun, as this will cause your family to worry. You should be a source of freshness, freedom, solidity, peace, and joy, so your family can benefit and have greater faith in the practice. A monk or a nun has an obligation to help liberate their blood family from suffering. During your visit, remember to maintain the decorum of a monk or a nun by being mindful in all you say and do.

When talking about matters pertaining to the spiritual life, you should sit upright and give all your attention to what you are saying. If there are difficulties in your family, remember that what matters the most is your mindful and loving presence. If your peace and joy inspire your family, they will ask you for your advice and help. See that this time you have with your family is very precious and organize your time so that you can be present for them. At the same time, nourish yourself with the practice. You may like to make a program for yourself during your home visit of sitting and walking meditation and listening to Dharma talks.

If your family is Buddhist, when appropriate, you may like to invite them to join you for practices like mindful eating, mindful walking, or recitation of the Five Mindfulness Trainings. You may also like to sit with them and suggest suitable practices to help them with the difficulties that may be present in the family.

Do not ask your family to give you material things or presents. If they do, bring them back and share them with the Sangha. Write letters to your family often in order to share your happiness and fruits of the practice, so that their confidence in the practice and their happiness can increase. 

36. Leading Retreats 

You should have practiced in the monastery for at least three years before the Sangha can nominate you to join a group to lead retreats. While practicing in the monastery, take the opportunity to learn about and understand the art of organizing a retreat, whether it be a seven-day, five-day, weekend, or one-day retreat. A one-day retreat is called a “Day of Mindfulness.” To help with the retreat, you need to have solid understanding and experience in the practice of sitting and walking meditation, total relaxation, tea meditation, Touching the Earth, Dharma sharing, eating meditation, and the awareness of breathing. You cannot just teach theory; present what you have realized in your own practice to guide others.

Do not go alone to lead a retreat unless it is absolutely unavoidable. You should be accompanied by at least three fellow practitioners. During the retreat, meet with the organizers at least once a day to exchange observations and make decisions about the organization and the practice in the retreat. Even if you have been ordained longer than anyone else in the delegation, you should not make decisions on your own initiative. The spirit of harmony and happiness in the Sangha is the most powerful Dharma talk. Arrange things so that everyone in the group leading the retreat has an opportunity to share their experience of the practice.

You should listen deeply to understand the difficulties, suffering, and aspirations of those attending the retreat in order to be able to offer the teachings and practices that are relevant. In Dharma sharings and in question-and-answer sessions, encourage lay friends to only raise questions that concern the practice. Do not allow the sharings to become purely theoretical. If you have time for personal consultations, give priority to those in the greatest need.

37. Going Elsewhere to Study 

You should only ask permission of your teacher and Sangha to go elsewhere to study and train when you see that your present circumstances of study and practice do not allow you to make progress. You go only to learn methods of practice, not to acquire a diploma or accumulate knowledge, especially of non-Buddhist subjects. You should choose an institute of Buddhist studies where the Sangha is in harmony and happy.

Do not ask to stay and study in a place where you cannot practice with the Sangha of monks and nuns. Do not rent a place or stay in a layperson’s house while you attend a program of study. Do not study courses such as engineering, dentistry, medicine, and other worldly professions because that is not the aim of a monastic. Your main subject must be Buddhist studies, and your knowledge of Buddhism should be to guide your practice, not to make you into a Buddhist scholar. Besides Buddhism, as an additional subject you can learn one of the ancient languages connected with Buddhist studies such as Pali, Sanskrit, classical Chinese, or Tibetan. You can also study the fundamentals of applied psychology, the history of world civilizations, or the history of religion. These subjects can help you to understand more about Buddhism and, later on, help you to teach Buddhism in a relevant and appropriate way.

38. Exercise and Sports 

The Buddha has taught that the body and mind are as one. In order to go far on your monastic path, you need to know how to take care of your body. Exercise and sports help our body be strong and healthy. Exercise also helps you to control the natural sexual energy that you have. If you do not exercise, or participate in sports, the excessive energy in your body is not used and will tend to become increased sexual energy, which will be more difficult for you to control and create obstacles for your practice. Having made the vow to be celibate in order to invest all your energy into helping others, you need to know how to preserve your sexual, breath, and spirit energy and not engage in masturbation. Exercise will help strengthen the breath energy, ease the mind (spirit energy), and restrain sexual energy. Therefore, you should exercise every day. It is best to exercise after waking up in the morning, so that the movements can stimulate blood flow to all parts of your body before you go outside. You should do some sort of exercise, like qi gong, yoga, or play sports for at least thirty minutes a day. If your body is weak, you can start by going for a walk every day. You should exercise at least two hours before or after eating because exercising on an empty stomach helps us withstand hunger and improves digestion.

Exercise in an even and moderate way; do not exercise beyond your capacity, so you feel tired the whole day after. You should, however, exercise for long enough to warm up your whole body in cold weather or until you sweat. Follow your breathing and your heartbeat so that you can regulate them by relaxing enough as you exercise. Exercising with fellow practitioners, you support and motivate each other. You can wear the áo vạt hò while exercising, but make sure your body is always properly covered. Exercise at a designated area, be aware of your mind, and practice the fine manners.

39. Total Relaxation and Detoxing Your Body

We need to care for and nourish ourselves every day by the practice of total relaxation. Total relaxation helps us release the tension from our nervous system and our muscles. It also helps us not to be irritated or in a bad mood, not to lose control of our body and mind, and to stay in good health. Sometimes just practicing total relaxation for ten minutes is enough to renew our body and mind.

Lie down comfortably on your back, with your arms resting gently on either side of your body, your legs stretched out straight and relaxed. Begin by being aware of your breathing and the rising and falling of your abdomen. Then, bit by bit, with your caring attention, send your love, a smile, and gratitude to each part of your body, thus relaxing it and calming the tension and pain of body and mind. Scanning your body with mindfulness, you relax it from the top of your head, eyes, nose, mouth, face, neck, etc. down to your toes—not missing any body parts. You can spend more time with the areas of your body that are tired or in pain.

At least once a year, you should practice fasting for ten days in order to detoxify your body and digestive system. During this time, drink about three liters of warm, filtered water each day. On the first day, you can use a normal laxative, and on successive days, you can continue to use a mild laxative by dissolving a teaspoon of Epsom salts in a glass full of water. Leave it overnight and drink it the following morning just after waking up.

Practicing like this, you detoxify your body by removing the toxins that cling to the walls of your small and large intestines, as well as the toxins that are stored up in other parts of your body. On the third day of detoxing, the toxins released from the intestines enter the bloodstream and can make you feel exhausted, giving you the impression you are weak from not eating. This is not, in fact, the case, as our body can go without food for many weeks while we still carry on our normal tasks. When you feel exhausted, the best thing to do is to drink a great deal of water so that the toxins can be eliminated with the urine. Take a shower every day and scrub your body well because toxins will be released through the pores of your skin. Toxins are also released through the respiratory system; therefore, you need to take deep and long breaths to help your lungs eliminate toxins. If you have a weak heart, liver, or kidneys, you should consult a doctor before detoxing, because during this time these organs have to work extra hard. Herbal drops that strengthen these organs are beneficial while you detox. During a ten-day detox, kilos of toxins and waste deposits from your intestines, which may have been there for longer than six to twelve months, are eliminated.

After detoxing, your skin will be clear and your complexion brighter and fresher than before. You will sleep much better and be in better spirits. During the ten days, you can still fully participate in the daily schedule. You will not be weaker due to fasting. If possible, detox with fellow practitioners so that you can support each other. When breaking your fast, only drink the water from rice soup on the first day. On the second day, you can begin to eat rice soup. You can eat rice or solid food on the third day, but only eat small quantities and chew until the food becomes liquid before swallowing it. On the fourth day, you can eat and drink normally. If you want to know more, you should ask those who have already practiced detoxing. There are many ways to detox, and therefore you should find out about them and consider them carefully.

40. Beginning Anew

Beginning Anew means to make a new start. It is a practice to reflect on the state of your relationship with others in order to resolve misunderstandings, anger, jealousy, and suffering and to reestablish communication and happiness. You can begin anew with your teacher, your Dharma brothers and sisters, and your fellow practitioners. Beginning Anew is a way of practicing repentance, and you need to be sincere and determined to change the situation. Aside from practicing Beginning Anew with the Sangha, you should practice Beginning Anew every day with yourself by means of mindful breathing and walking to renew yourself. If due to a lack of mindfulness you have mistakenly said or done something to hurt or cause disharmony between yourself and another, then you should practice Beginning Anew as soon as possible and not wait until the Beginning Anew session with the whole Sangha. You should know how to benefit from the strength of the Sangha in order to have the determination to correct your unwholesome habit energies. 

Make the commitment with your teacher and the Sangha that whenever you have difficulties with a brother or a sister, you will do your best to let the other person or the Sangha know so that you can be reconciled. You should not keep the difficulty to yourself or try and hide it from your teacher and the Sangha, while sharing it only to a couple of people in order to make them your allies. You should seek out an opportunity to meet and reconcile with the other, verbally or by writing a letter within three days or, at the latest, seven days. If a week has passed and you still have not been able to reconcile and begin anew with the other, then you should find an elder or younger brother or sister that both of you trust and respect and ask for their help. If you cannot find this third person, then you should go to ask your teacher for help. You should know that the health and happiness of your teacher and the Sangha depend on the harmony, peace, and happiness that exist between you and the others in your Sangha. You should learn to be stable in the practice of loving speech and deep listening in order to succeed without difficulty in Beginning Anew. You need to practice speaking and listening with loving kindness and compassion.

While listening to the other share their suffering, you may think that they have made themselves suffer by their wrong perception and you never had the intention to make them suffer. Nevertheless, do not interrupt, react, or try to correct what they are saying at that time, in order to avoid turning the Beginning Anew session into a dispute. Don’t be too quick to judge or react. All you do is listen with compassion and forgiveness. After listening, join your palms to thank the other. Let them know that you have listened deeply and made a note of all they have said, and you will consider again all that has happened. You try to understand what has led the other to their perceptions. You try to see what you have said or done that could have led to their misunderstanding and how you can behave in the next days in order to help them readjust their perceptions. If you realize that you have been unskillful or done something wrong, you should apologize and promise to practice better in the future.

Beginning Anew practice can be done with one person, two people, or with the whole Sangha present. In this case, everyone sits in a circle with a vase of flower in the middle to represent freshness and mindfulness. After the facilitator has invited three sounds of the bell and spoken words of introduction, whoever wants to practice Beginning Anew can join their palms, stand up, and mindfully walk toward the center to bring the flowers back to their seat and place it in front of them. Only the one who has the flowers in front of them can speak. The others in the circle follow their breathing and, looking at the speaker, listen with compassion. The speaker should use loving speech, which means talking in a gentle and calm manner, without condemning, criticizing, or blaming. While speaking, the wound inside of you may be touched. If the mental formation of anger or upset arises, you should stop talking and return to your breathing. The bell master should invite a sound of the bell to support the practice of the speaker. Only when you feel peaceful enough should you continue to share.

The procedure for practicing Beginning Anew is as follows:


	Watering flowers: in this part, you can mention the positive qualities and recognize all that is good and kind in the other. This is not flattery intended to make the other feel proud or self-important. It is to help them have more self-confidence and encourage them to develop those qualities which bring happiness to themselves and others. It is also to remind you to have a more complete perspective on the other person.

	Sharing regrets: in this part, you only talk about your own shortcomings. You recognize there are times you lack mindfulness and, because of that, with your unskillful words or demeanor, you have upset and hurt others. You promise to practice better in the days to come and not to repeat your past foolishness.

	Expressing a hurt: in this part, you can communicate the painful feelings that you believe have been caused by another’s words or demeanor. You only share with the intention to help the other person understand you. While speaking, you are aware that you may have wrong perceptions, and you kindly request the other person to advise you or shine light on your behavior. You can add that, because your practice is still weak, you are easily upset, and you hope that they can support you in your practice by not saying or doing that kind of thing again.



41. Shining Light

If you want your practice to bear fruit quickly, you should know how to request Shining Light from the Sangha. This is a practice to build Sangha and is based on the traditional Invitation Ceremony that the monastic Sangha organizes every year to shine light on each other. We have to touch the earth and sincerely invite the whole Sangha to show us our positive as well as our negative qualities and to point out concrete practices which we need. The Sangha eyes always see more clearly than any individual does. Therefore, to request the Sangha to shine light on us is truly the practice of taking refuge in the Sangha.

The practice of Shining Light has two parts:


	Shining light on yourself: you tell the Sangha what you recognize as your own strengths and weaknesses, what you have practiced successfully, and how you have transformed in your practice of the precepts and mindful manners, as well as other aspects of living in the Sangha. After you have shone light on yourself, you must sincerely request the Sangha to shine light on you, so that you can see more clearly what is going well in your practice and the ways you have been unskillful in speech and behavior, as well as other shortcomings in your practice. As the Sangha shines light on you, listen with a heart full of gratitude.

	Shining light on another: when practicing Shining Light on another, you remember that you and everyone else in the Sangha are all part of one Sangha body. We are the flesh and bones of one Sangha body; therefore, shining light on any member of the Sangha means that we are also shining light on our self. You vow to practice Shining Light with all your love and understanding. You vow that everything you say will come from your goodwill to come to an understanding of the one on whom you are shining light and that it will be as accurate as possible. You are determined to offer concrete suggestions for the practice that will help the other transform. You vow to do your best not to allow any anger or prejudice distort your perception of the other. You should vow that everything you say will come from a place of love and the commitment to improve the quality of practice in the Sangha. Use harmonious and loving speech so that you do not judge or condemn. Know that as you shine light on a member of the Sangha, you are also shining light on yourself. Thus, the practice of Shining Light will be very beneficial for yourself as well as for the Sangha body.



A letter will be written to you containing what was shared in the Shining Light session. This letter should always include your positive qualities to help you see and enrich the wholesome seeds you have. After that, the letter addresses the negative aspects and finally presents practices that can help you transform and go forward on your path.

You will come before the Sangha in order to receive the letter. As you do so, silently vow to take refuge in the Sangha’s eyes and touch the earth before the Three Jewels.






IV

The Admonitions and Encouraging Words of Master Guishan



1. Awareness of Impermanence

As a result of the conditions brought about by action, we have a body. Having a body, how can we avoid bondage? The body is an aggregate made possible by the genes of our mother and our father, along with other necessary conditions. Although the four elements—earth, water, air, and heat—help to maintain it, because these elements are incompatible and impermanent, none of us can avoid sickness and old age. In only one moment one lifetime becomes another. What is there in the early morning has vanished by nightfall; it is as ephemeral as drops of dew in springtime or an early morning ray of sunshine.

Our body is like a plant that grows on the water’s edge or the creeper that climbs up the wall of the well: it is not able to last long. The days and months pass by in a blur; a second is a fleeting instant. One breath is the length of a lifetime. Why sit in idleness, allowing life to drift away, wasting time in a way that you will only regret?

2. Avoid the Habit of Indulgence

When you shave your head and become a disciple of your teacher to train in the practice, you no longer can serve your parents, be close to your relatives, continue the family lineage, or play an active part in governing your country. Therefore, you should diligently practice mindfulness on the one hand, and, on the other hand, give up all kinds of rivalry with the determination to lay aside habits of worldly life and to be able to realize no birth and no death.

Why, when you have just received the precepts, are you in such a hurry to call yourself “Venerable”? When you receive food offered by donors and use materials owned by the Sangha, why do you not meditate on where the food comes from instead of saying that you are a monk and so have the right to receive offerings? When you have finished eating, you sit in groups talking noisily, and it is all idle talk about worldly matters. Monks and nuns who behave like this fail to see that amusing themselves in this way just incurs future suffering. For many past lifetimes they may have been chasing worldly comfort without ever looking deeply into their way of life. Time flies. If you are attached to the enjoyment of receiving offerings, many years will pass by without your being able to give up this attachment. You will continue to accumulate money and possessions just to preserve this illusory body.

The Buddha advised his monks and nuns: someone who wishes to make progress on the path of spiritual practice and adorn the Dharmakāya should know how to be satisfied easily by the three requisites of food, clothes, and lodging and should never have more than enough. Most of you indulge in the habit of enjoying offerings and so are not aware that days and months pass by quickly. When you do wake up to what is going on, all of a sudden your hair is white. Someone new to the practice who has not yet had the chance to find their direction should put their whole heart into training and learning all they can from wise elders who have already trodden the path and have much experience in the practice. If you do not do this, it looks like you ordained just to receive food and clothes.

3. The Precepts Are the Basis

The precepts and the vinaya have been devised by the Buddha in order to guide the minds of human beings, which are in a state of confusion. The precepts and the trainings in fine manners are clear and pure as snow. We should remember the principle: Stopping is to keep the precepts; doing is to transgress. When we stop ourselves from doing something that is wrong, it is keeping the precepts. When we cannot check ourselves and go ahead and cause harm, that is transgressing the precepts. The beautiful beginner’s mind of a monk or a nun should be preserved as something very precious. The chapters on the precepts and fine manners are very clear and detailed enough. If we can practice in accord with them, we shall put an end to all the disorder in our mind. If you do not study and practice the precepts, how can you hope to understand the teachings of the higher vehicle?

4. Nourishing the Beginner’s Mind

How regrettable it is to let your life drift by without meaning! Even if you regret it later on, there is no time left to make good what you have wasted. If you have not allowed the teachings to enter your heart, how will you be able to realize the right path? There are monks or nuns who are advanced in age and have been ordained for a long time whose mind is empty of understanding but full of self-importance. Because they do not know how to rely on guidance from good spiritual friends, they keep thinking they are doing well and with time become insolent and arrogant. If they are not clear about the Dharma nor well versed in the precepts, they will not be able to master their body and mind. They will not give themselves the chance to be in touch with and pay respect to high and virtuous monks. They are satisfied just to meet in small groups like people of the world to amuse themselves and make idle conversation. They scrape their bowls noisily and, when they finish eating, are the first to leave. This is no way for a monk to behave. Standing up or sitting down abruptly, they disturb the mindfulness of others. They do not embody even the minimal practice or the most basic fine manners. How, then, will they be able to teach and train the future generation of monks and nuns? The newly ordained will not be able to look up to them as an example. When they are reminded about the practice or fine manners, they immediately reply: “I am a forest monk.” Since they have never really learnt to practice the Dharma doors of the Buddha, they remain unrefined, without being able to change. They look at things in this mistaken way because at the outset their beginner’s mind was not nourished in a good environment. If a monk or a nun allows the habits of impure craving to pull them into the ways of the world, then gradually their manners will become coarse, and in no time at all they will grow old and out of touch. If anyone should approach them seeking guidance about their practice, they have none to give; the one who asks feels like they are facing a wall. When the younger generation of monks and nuns comes to consult with them, they do not have the ability to guide them. If they discuss anything at all, it has nothing to do with the sutras or the Buddha’s teachings. Moreover, when the young monks and nuns refuse to do what they say, they condemn them for lacking respect, lose their temper, and shout at them.

5. Practice before It’s Too Late

A day will come when they are dying on their sickbed about to breathe their last. At that time every kind of suffering will assail, oppress, and close in on them. Their mind will be full of anxiety and fear. The way ahead is dark, and they have no idea where they are going. Only then will they regret that they have not practiced. But to dig a well when you are dying of thirst is already too late! They feel remorse for not practicing earlier, seeing that they are now old and have accumulated many wrongdoings in the past. When, at the moment of death, the five skandhas and the four elements rapidly fall apart, their minds are filled with terror. The net is torn apart, and the bird flies: consciousness is pulled wherever its karma leads it. The person will be pulled after whatever karma is heaviest in his or her consciousness, just like a debtor whose creditors come and take him away. The sickle of impermanence does not hesitate for one instant. It is not possible to lengthen your life by even one moment. By then the time of death is determined and it will not wait for us. If the three realms of saṃsāra have not been overcome, there is no knowing how many thousands of times more you will have to go in and out of the gates of birth and death.

6. Strive Diligently

When I think of this, I feel great compassion, and there is no way I can stop myself from offering these words to remind you. We are unfortunate to have been born at the end of the Era of the Semblance Dharma and are separated from the Buddha by so many lifetimes. Our practice and understanding of the Buddhadharma is superficial, and most monks and nuns are lazy. Because I have seen that, though my understanding is still limited, I am not hesitant to be bold in speaking out in order to encourage the future generations. If we are not able to give up the habit energy of arrogance, how can we transform our body and mind? 

The aim of monastics is to step up onto the shore of freedom, and that is why they are different in their appearance and mind from people of the world. A monastic has to continue and make brighter the lineage of the holy Sangha, master the different kinds of Māra, be able to repay the debt of gratitude towards parents, teachers, friends, and all species, and bring beings in all three realms to the other shore. If you cannot live according to this aspiration, you are just someone who joined the Sangha to make use of it for your own ends. Your actions and words are neglectful, and you let down the donors who give you your means of livelihood. Look back over the years to the time when you began the practice. Have you made any steps forward? If you have just lived for the days to pass by, then you will feel terrified as this life ends. You will have nothing to look forward to and nothing to take refuge in.

However, if you look again, you may see that the beautiful image of a monastic is still there. If in the past you had not sown good seeds, how today would you have the good fortune to be a monk or a nun? So why do you sit by with your arms folded, not making the best of the time you have, but letting the months and years pass without practicing? If you do not make a diligent effort on the path, how can you reap the fruits of the practice in the future? If this life is wasted, what can you expect to inherit in the next?

7. Closeness to Good Spiritual Friends

When you leave your family with the determination to wear the robe of a monk or a nun, you devote your life to step beyond towards a wide horizon. If you can be mindful of this aspiration at every moment, it will not be possible for you to allow the days and months to drift by meaninglessly. Even if you expect to be a pillar of the Dharma and an example for future generations, and you nourish this idea every day, there is no certainty that you will realize even one small part of your aspiration. Whenever you say something, it should always be in accord with the teachings found in the sutras. Whenever you discuss something, it should be in accord with what the ancestral teachers have discovered and experienced. Your bearing should be dignified, and your aspiration should be lofty.

If you need to leave your monastery, you should take refuge in good spiritual friends to help you discern the wholesome and the unwholesome in what you hear and see. When you are in your own monastery, you also take refuge in good spiritual friends so that every day you can learn more about what you have not yet mastered. People say that although our mother and father give us life, it is our spiritual friends who help us mature our realization of the practice. Living together with wise friends is like walking in the mist: though your clothes are not wet, they are gradually penetrated by the damp. Conversely if you spend your time with unwholesome friends, your view will grow more incorrect every day, bringing about unwholesome karma from morning to night. The fruit of your karma is not something you have to wait a long time for. It is there right before your eyes. Once you have lost your human frame, it will be difficult for many eons to receive it again.

8. Earnestly Put Your Heart into the Practice

Direct, honest words are often unpleasant to receive, but why can you not take them to heart? If you can receive Right View, you can purify your mind, fortify your virtuous qualities, refrain from showing off your abilities, diligently train your spiritual energy, and put an end to all noisy and meaningless activity.

If your mind is focused on following the path of meditation in order to get down to the practice, you will have to go further than the merely expedient Dharma doors, so that your heart and mind can harmonize with the deep and wonderful teachings of the Meditation School (禪宗, chánzong). If you want to study the essence of the famous conversations between master and disciple (話頭, hua tou), discover what is difficult to see, and wake up to the true source, you should learn widely from the experience of masters who have trodden the path before you, and you should live in close company with good spiritual friends. 

The deep and wonderful lineage teachings of the Meditation School are not at all easy to grasp. If you want to realize them, you must earnestly put your heart into the practice. Only by earnestly putting your heart into the practice can you hope for sudden awakening to the essential nature, and gradually ascend the ladder of awakening. This is the path that puts an end to the twenty-five realms of existence contained within the three realms and leads to the insight that all phenomena within and around you have no true substance; they are all mere designations produced from the mind. When you see that, you will no longer allow your mind to chase after an object. When your mind does not chase after its object, how can the object bind the mind? You just allow phenomena to appear and transform according to their true nature and you are no longer caught in the ideas of permanence and annihilation. Then, although your ears hear, your eyes see, sounds and forms still arise, whether dwelling in the ultimate or the historical dimension you are calm, unfazed, and fully responsive. With this insight, whether you are sitting still or engaged in action, you are always free. Like this you are worthy of the monastic robe that you wear because you are now able to begin to repay your debt of gratitude to your parents, teachers, friends, and all beings, and you can help beings in all three realms. If you manage this in this lifetime and continue in the next lifetime without any regression, then you can certainly expect the fruit of full awakening. You play the role of a guest of honor who comes and goes in the three realms and is always a model of the Dharma for everyone. Meditation practice is very deep and wonderful. If you are determined, success is assured.

9. Diligence in Renunciation according to the Precepts

If, however, you have not yet laid down sufficient conditions to be able to overcome birth and death according to the path of sudden awakening, you should give all your attention to training in the practice and studying the sutras. Master the essence of the sutras so that you are able to teach them and transmit them to future generations, repaying in part your debt of gratitude to the Buddha. Do not waste your time but let the work of studying and transmitting the teachings be the purpose of your life. When you know how to walk, stand, and behave according to the fine manners, you are already worthy to be called a Dharma tool of the Sangha. Look at the climbing plants that wind themselves around the trunks of pines and cypresses. Sometimes they climb as high as one hundred feet. Like them, you should depend on your high ideal and the great masters so you will become someone who is of use and benefit to the world.

With all your heart you should practice diligence in renunciation according to the precepts. Do not take lightly any detail of the precepts or the fine manners because that will cause you to transgress and fail to live up to them. If you seriously practice diligence in renunciation according to the precepts for this and succeeding lifetimes, wholesome results will follow wholesome causes in a wonderful way.

10. Nourishing Your Great Aspiration

You do not have the right to waste the days and months of your life. You should see time as something very precious and wish with all your heart to make progress on the path of awakening. Do not misuse offerings that have been generously made to you. Do not disappoint those to whom you owe gratitude. Do not accumulate numerous possessions, thus allowing riches to obstruct your mind. If you do this, your life will stagnate, and others will criticize you. In the old times people would encourage others by saying: “He is a great hero, so why should you not be so also?” Do not underestimate yourself and, as a result, withdraw and give up. If you do not have the attitude of a hero, you waste your life as a monk or a nun. In the end a lifetime has passed that has been of benefit to no one.

My wish is that you give rise to bodhicitta with courage and strength and embrace your highest aspiration. Let your behavior be modeled on that of great beings. Do not follow the habits of base people. Right in this lifetime, you should take your destiny in your own hands, not entrusting it to anyone else. Train yourself to put an end to wrong thinking, to quiet and concentrate your mind, and to stop chasing after objects of the senses. The nature of mind has always been free, and the true object of the true mind is nirvana. It is only because our mind has been obstructed for so long that we are not able to see this clearly.

11. Being Sovereign of Oneself

Please read again carefully what I have written here so that every day you can remind each other of my words. Be your own master. Do not follow your habit energies. Do not wait until the force of past actions comes along and carries you away because when it does you will not be able to avoid or resist it. If the musical notes are in harmony, the sound produced will be melodious. When the form is straight, the shadow will also be straight. It is clear that effect follows cause. You cannot ignore the effects in the future of what you do now. In the sutras it teaches that once the action has been committed, it will remain, even for one hundred thousand lifetimes. If you do not know how to transform, then when the effect of your action ripens, you have to undergo the retribution. You should remember that the sufferings of the three realms are like punishments that enchain you or put you to death. Practice diligently with the determination not to waste the days and months you have.

12. Always Going Together

Dear friends, it is because I have seen only too clearly the misfortunes and disasters that arise from wrongdoing that I have written these words encouraging you to practice. It is my sincere aspiration that for thousands of lifetimes, wherever we are, we may continue to be companions on the path of practice. The following poem is to help us remember how to practice:


The body is an illusion—a house in a dream,

matter without any real substance.

Its past lives are endless,

its future is uncertain,

now appearing, now hidden in the present, 

rising and sinking in utter misery, 

not free from the three realms.

When will it all end?

Because of attachment to the world,

the five skandhas and twelve links manifest as matter.

From birth to old age,

what is there to grasp onto?

Only because of ignorance

is there deception.

Value your time.

Impermanence is unexpected.

If you waste this life,

the next will be obstructed.

From ignorance you go to ignorance

because of the six senses.

You go back and forth among the six destinies

tossed about in the three realms.

Quickly find an enlightened teacher.

Stay close to virtuous friends.

Investigate body and mind.

Uproot the obstacles.

The world is illusory,

sense objects oppress you.

By looking deeply at phenomena

you can overcome all afflictions.

Division between mind and object disappears.

There is nothing more to yearn for.

With the six senses at peace,

you walk and sit in the ultimate.

Discriminating mind is not born. 

All afflictions are ended. 








V

A Talk for Young Monks and Nuns



The Mind of Love

More than a year ago I promised to write a short book for young monks and nuns, but I have not yet done it. Just a couple of days ago, Sister Đoan Nghiêm asked me: “Dear Thầy, why don’t you give a talk about what you want to write in the book? We can transcribe it, and we’ll have a book very quickly.” So this is a talk for young monks and nuns. “Young” can also include monks and nuns, like myself, who are seventy years old. I have met monks in their twenties who have the air of old men. Their eyes are half-closed, and they act as though they are highly respected masters of perfect virtue. I would not call such monks and nuns “young.” Those I call “young” are those who are simply and neatly dressed, whose eyes are bright, who smile easily, and are able to listen and learn. This talk is addressed to novices practicing the ten novice precepts, those who have recently received the full ordination, and those who, although having received the full ordination long ago, are still eager to learn and ready to change in order to go forward on the path.

When someone ordains as a monk or a nun, they must have a strong motivation. That motivation in Buddhism is called bodhicitta, the heart and mind of awakening and love—a very powerful energy. It makes us feel that we would not be able to bear it if we could not become a monk or a nun. Bodhicitta is a deep aspiration. For as long as we remain a monastic, this energy will help us be diligent and keen in the practice. It is the energy that gives us the will to overcome all our difficulties and helps us to be happy. Nourishing this bodhicitta is an essential part of our practice. If our bodhicitta keeps being eroded away by the way we live, we will not be able to continue our monastic life, and our great aspiration will remain unrealized.

In Buddhism, understanding and love are one. If we do not understand someone, we will not be able to love them. If we love someone but do not understand them, we will make them suffer. Bodhicitta can be translated as the “heart and mind of understanding” or the “heart and mind of love.” We become a monastic because we want to love. Witnessing all the suffering in the world, love is born in our heart. We want to do something or to live in such a way that would enable us to help the people around us who suffer. Our motivation to become a monastic is our heart of love. When the heart or mind of love is just beginning, it is very powerful, and that is why we cannot bear not to ordain. The energy of bodhicitta makes us want to live the kind of life that gives us the time and the ability to reduce the suffering around us. That is why bodhicitta is a great aspiration, and this aspiration needs to be nourished. If we ordain just to avoid the suffering in life and in the world, our motivation is not the heart or mind of love; although we may wear the monastic robe, we will not have the energy necessary for monastic life.

Bodhicitta needs to be nourished in our daily life if it is not to dry up. So it is risky to live our monastic life in an environment that does not nourish our bodhicitta. If you do not have a good Sangha, a good teacher, and effective ways of practice, if you have difficulties with your teacher or are angry with your monastic brothers and sisters and suffer every day, your bodhicitta will erode and you will return to lay life. So it is essential for you to find an environment where your bodhicitta is nourished every day.

From the day I became a monk fifty-four years ago until now, my bodhicitta has never wavered. Thus I can say I am a happy monk. The foundation of my happiness lies in the fact that my bodhicitta has never wavered. That does not mean I have never, in my life as a practitioner and teacher, encountered difficulties or things that could have made me dispirited, pessimistic, and lose faith. All these obstacles and negativities did not have the power to shake my bodhicitta because I knew how to nourish it. 

When our bodhicitta wavers, or is eroded, worldly pleasures begin to shake our vow to practice as a monastic and we may return to lay life. I have witnessed monks and nuns both in Vietnam and in other countries who have returned to lay life. On examining why this happened, we see that they left the monastery because they did not have an environment that fostered their progress in the practice. Young Vietnamese monks living in California and going to school there leave the monastery life in large numbers. Who can we blame? All we can say is that they do not have an environment that favors the practice. A young monk who does not live in the Sangha and whose only wish is to study in a college with a view to earning a diploma does not have the example of solid practitioners around him to remind him; he cannot avoid daily contact with worldly items of consumption and pleasures. Such an environment is exceedingly unfavorable for a monastic. In Vietnam, there are also young monastics who believe that they have to have a degree in order for people to have confidence in what they say or do. Thinking like this, they devote all their energy into studying for that degree. Sometimes they cannot reside in their monastery but have to rent a place outside to live. It is not surprising that after a while they return to lay life.

A Good Environment

When you are thinking about becoming a monk or a nun, select your environment carefully. Your environment will determine the success or failure of your practice. Don’t be too quick to choose a community. Visit several monasteries, and when you find an environment that seems suitable for you, stay there for a few months and practice living exactly as the monks and nuns do in order to see whether your bodhicitta is nourished or not. Every day, ask yourself whether you are nourished by the joy of living as a monastic. Is your solidity, peace, joy, and ease increasing every day? If it is, then this is the place for you to ordain. If not, do not harbor empty hopes. If your bodhicitta is not nourished, you will fail in that place as a monk or a nun. In the world, when people marry, they don’t have the opportunity to try living with the other person for three months to see whether they are happy or not. The opposite is true in the monastery. You have an opportunity to use all your wisdom and your heart to experience and judge whether or not this community is the appropriate one for your monastic life. You can request to be an aspirant and do all the work and most of the practices of a monk or a nun. That way you will have a direct experience about how the environment really is.

Do not think that after ordaining you will stay in the monastery only so long as it takes to learn the basic practices and, after that, you will withdraw to a temple or hermitage of your own. It is a mistake to think that once you have familiarized yourself with the Dharma doors, you can practice on your own. Practice is not an individual matter. The Sangha leads and guides you, and its energy will always support you in your practice. You only need to be in a Sangha for a short time of three months to a year to recognize that. You already have intellectual knowledge about the practice, but without the Sangha you cannot put it into practice. However confident you are that you can practice on your own, you will fail without the support, encouragement, and guidance in Shining Light sessions of the Sangha. Taking refuge in the Sangha in order to practice is taking refuge in the Sangha Jewel. There is a Vietnamese saying, “The monk who leaves the Sangha goes to ruin, as the tiger who leaves the mountains is defeated.” The monk or nun who leaves the Sangha sooner or later will lose their monastic life, like the tiger who leaves the mountain forests will be killed by humans for its skin. What a monastic needs to avoid above all is living apart from the Sangha. Without the Sangha body, you will gradually lose the Dharma body and the Buddha body.

A Career of Awakening

In the world, everyone has a career. A monastic also has a career, though it is very different from a worldly career. In the world, someone needs a degree, a position, or some fame in order to be called successful. As a monastic, you do not need a degree—not even a degree in Buddhist studies, much less a master’s or doctorate degree in other subjects. There are monks and nuns who think their career is their monastery or their position in the congregation and in society. There are others who are complacent because they have a PhD. Some monastics feel that success is to have a splendid temple where many people come to practice. They may be the president of a Buddhist association, the head of a monastery, a preceptor, or a scholar. They may write scholarly books for publication to prove they have been able to do profound research. Their happiness lies in this kind of success. They may be praised for being an erudite scholar with a high degree or for being the leader of a large temple with a large congregation, but this kind of success is not the aim of a monk or a nun. Should your aspiration as a young monk or nun be to emulate them? We need to look into this matter carefully because there are many young monastics who are putting their time and energy into following the lure of fame and riches, albeit in the context of monastic life. The energy of that aspiration drives them to study, do research, and promote themselves. We cannot call this energy bodhicitta—even though it may disguise itself as that. The wish to become a Buddhist scholar or a famous teacher, to achieve a higher degree, to be a leader of a large monastery, to be praised, respected, and offered donations is not bodhicitta. Currently there are many young monastics who are caught in this kind of aspiration without knowing it. They think that they are true practitioners and are serving the Dharma. The career of a monk or a nun is a million times more precious than this. You ordain in order to transform your suffering and to have great understanding, love, and freedom. These are not words but qualities you can realize through your practice. If you look around you, you will see there are people who have these qualities, and because of that they are happy and make others happy.

Having a high degree, being a famous scholar or an abbot of a large monastery without understanding, love, and freedom cannot bring you true happiness. When you see that, you have a little bit more understanding, love, and freedom; it means you have transformed. Such transformation is the process of the practice, and because of it we can help the world. People will want to come learn from you—not because you are the abbot of a large monastery, not because you have a number of doctorates, but because you have something they are looking for: your virtue, your freedom, your ways of practice and transformation. Every summer and autumn, many people come to Plum Village who have doctorates. They do not come to Plum Village because the monastics have doctorates but because they have solidity, ease, peace, joy, and freedom. The highest aim of a monastic is to bring the qualities of solidity, freedom, peace, and joy into their own body and mind and with that help others. You can help those who come to the monastery to overcome their deep sorrow and pain. The aim of a monastic is to be a teacher who is capable of helping people to come out of the darkness of their suffering by means of their understanding, liberation, and virtue, and not by means of money or their status and power.

The Buddha teaches in the Sutra on the Eight Realizations of Great Beings that perfect understanding is the only career. The career of a monastic is great understanding, and as we have seen, great understanding is great love. It is not intellectual knowledge acquired by studying. The knowledge we accumulate in school, college, or institutes of Buddhist studies—even though it be about Buddhism—is only intellectual knowledge. Even if we can discourse fluently about the Tripiṭaka, what we say may not have anything to do with our daily life or our own or others’ difficulties. We continue to be narrow-minded, jealous, petty, and bad-tempered, which means our knowledge is not of any benefit to ourselves or others. Knowledge is not understanding. Only the understanding called bodhi can liberate us from our ignorance and suffering and help us be at ease, peaceful, and happy so that we liberate ourselves and others. That is the true purpose of a monk or nun.

There are institutes of Buddhist studies where the monastic students are very eager to study, cramming into their heads as much knowledge as possible without having a chance to put that knowledge into practice in their daily lives. Such knowledge is not digested. Much is taught, many notes are taken, but what is heard by the students and said by the teachers does nothing to alleviate the suffering, difficulties, and conflicts in the students’ minds and daily lives. Whenever I see a monastic working hard at university studies in order to attain a degree, I feel so much compassion for him or her. I know that he or she will have regrets and difficulties in the future.

A good institute of Buddhist studies is a place where monastic students have a chance to participate in Dharma sharing, to receive teachings on how to practice the Dharma doors, and to live and practice together with the Sangha. The Dharma doors should be proven to be effective in leading to transformation so that the students can be happy in their monastic life. Students at schools of medicine, science, art, and music have to be successful in their practice as they study. In the same way, students at the institutes of Buddhist studies have to practice successfully—which means transforming the suffering in their mind and establishing good relationships with other members of the Sangha. If after three or six months, you do not see any transformation in your body and mind, you know that the Dharma doors you are practicing are just an outer form. You should, without delay, call on the help of your Sangha and your teacher.

Happiness Is Here and Now

When you have bodhicitta, the deep aspiration to love and to help the world, you have already begun to be a happy person. It may be cold outside, there may be difficult circumstances, there may be a great deal of suffering, but if the energy of bodhicitta is there, you have enough inner warmth and energy to be able to confront every difficulty. The energy of bodhicitta brings us great happiness. We have a path and a determination to go on that path, which is already enough to make us happy. There are those who do not know their path and do not know where to go. Their lives are desolate and empty, and they suffer. With bodhicitta, we have a basic condition for happiness.

The path the Buddha taught is a path that can bring us happiness as soon as we begin to practice it. We do not need to wait five or ten years to realize the happiness it brings. The teachings of the Buddha are wonderful. They are not illusory promises of happiness in the future. They are not something we have to believe in; rather, they are something we can realize for ourselves, experiencing them directly with our body and mind. In Pali, the word is sandiṭṭhika: we see for ourselves in the present moment right here.

When we put teachings into practice, they have an immediate effect on our lives. We can have peace and happiness as we practice. The teachings of the Buddha also have the quality known as akāliko, which means they are not a matter of time. As soon as we become aware of our breathing, as soon as our breathing is mindful, we feel the value of a mindful breath and its effect. Our practice affects our mind and body immediately, and we can feel happiness immediately.

If, after practicing for three to five years, you do not feel happy, it shows that the environment in which you study and practice is not suitable for you. You may not have a teacher who can show you Dharma doors that bring you happiness from the start. You may not have a Sangha to give you guidance and support you in your daily practice. Without a teacher and a Sangha, it is very difficult to succeed in the practice. When you are not happy in your practice and the unhappiness continues for some time, your bodhicitta will waste away. That is the greatest loss a practitioner can experience. It is as if the practitioner dies. They may still walk, stand, eat, sit, and chant; all the same, as a practitioner, they have died.

Intellectual Knowledge Is Not Insight

We cannot gather insight from books or sutras. Insight is the fruit of our practice. The patriarch Huineng did not have a degree. Why is it, then, that people flocked to him to learn how to practice? It was because he had deep understanding and insight. His understanding was not transmitted to him by a university; he had not been trained in a Buddhist institute. Insight was the fruit of his practice of meditation. Your elder brother Ocean of Vows (Nguyện Hải) does not have a degree. You who live with him in Plum Village have seen that his understanding simply comes from his practice of mindfulness. He is able to do things that younger brothers—though they have PhDs or master’s degrees—are not yet able to do. Understanding comes from practice and not from a course of studies. With understanding we can look into any suffering, any issue, any sutra and see things that others cannot see.

The essence of our practice is contemplation and inner peace: the ability to shine the light of mindfulness on what is happening within us. When walking, standing, sitting, lying down, listening, looking, eating, or drinking, we shine the light of mindfulness on the object of our perception. Then we are naturally able to live every moment and every hour deeply. We begin to see what others cannot. That is the miracle of mindfulness. We practice the miracle of dwelling happily in the present moment.

If you practice correctly as a novice, you will find happiness in your daily life in the first week of practice. As you walk to the kitchen, every mindful step can make you happy. While cleaning the toilet, you dwell in mindfulness and see that cleaning the toilet is as wonderful as sitting meditation, and you will feel happy. Every action, every conversation, every look, every step should be accompanied by mindfulness. This is not hard work. You do not push or force yourself to do what you do not like. Every mindful step comes from your willingness to coordinate your breath and steps. A step like that can bring you much peace and joy. You walk as if in the Pure Land. In the first week of practice, you strengthen your stability and freedom. Novices prove they are happy when they walk, stand, or work with stability and ease. You do not have to wait until you are fully ordained or become a Dharma teacher or a preceptor. Already as a novice, you can be happy. That is to dwell happily in the present moment according to the teaching of the Buddha.

As long as you have confidence in your ability to practice, you can be happy. There are those who have no confidence in themselves, their teacher, or their Dharma brothers and sisters. There are those who do not have confidence in the path they are on. If every day, you can strengthen your stability, freedom, peace, and joy just a little bit, your confidence will grow, and that will bring you happiness even though your material comforts are small. If you do not have that confidence, even if you have more than enough material things—a large temple, a large Buddha statue, people flocking to see you—you cannot be happy.

Practicing for Others

You may ask, “And how about my family? How about society? Surely a monastic does not just practice for themselves alone?” The fact that you are living as a monastic in a Sangha—with stability, freedom, and happiness in every moment—has an immediate effect on the life of your family and society. All of us who practice have witnessed this. If, as you wear the monastic robe, you can take every step in freedom and sit with stability; if, as you practice with the Sangha, you feel happy; then, however many problems and however much instability your family has, they will become more settled—though you have not done anything directly. The most precious thing a monastic can offer their family is their peace, joy, stability, and freedom. Do not think that going to work and sending money back home is how, as a monk or a nun, you help your family. Monastics who are happy always become spiritual guides for their family. They have a spiritual influence, a capacity to resolve the problems, divisions, conflicts, and instability in their family. We have witnessed this happening over and over again. You are sitting peacefully, stably, and at ease in a monastery, and sooner or later your family will transform. If you can intervene directly by showing your family how to practice, the effect could come sooner. If, as you wear the monastic robe, you are not at peace as you eat, not stable as you sit, your family will continue to have troubles.

When people out in society see a monastic who is stable and at ease, who walks and stands peacefully, it warms their heart. They begin to have trust and happiness. Last week when I spoke at La Maison de la Mutualité in Paris, there were about forty monastics sitting very stably and at ease on both sides of me. Although they did not teach the Dharma in words, they did so by their presence. In the audience of twelve hundred people, about ten percent were Vietnamese. Some of them, when they saw the monks and nuns sitting at ease—peaceful and joyful—said they were deeply moved and happy. This was something they have not yet been able to do, and some were even moved to tears when they saw the monks and nuns doing it for them. It brought them great comfort. We do not practice the monastic life for ourselves alone. We practice at the same time for our ancestors, our family, our descendants, and for society at large. When there is one more happy person in the world, the quality of life in society is higher. The environment that will help you benefit society is the environment in which you can practice mindfulness.

There are monasteries that make use of the talents of the monastics who have some worldly skills and knowledge to help the monastery have a more stable footing in society. The abbot may ask these monastics to do administrative work like accounting, computer work, or taking care of guests. Every monastery needs skillful guest masters, those who are skilled in outreach, administration, and accounting. When someone who has these skills has only just ordained, sometimes the head of the monastery will put them to use, and the novice will become very important—the right hand of the abbot. Without that novice, the abbot feels incapable of doing anything, which is very dangerous for a novice. If you serve the monastery in this way, you may become a good administrator, a good head of the monastery, successful as an organizer and leader, but you will fail in your career as a monastic. You will not become a teacher who is liberated and is able to liberate others. That is a misfortune for yourself, your family, your teacher, and your Sangha.

When you become a monastic, you must remember that your organizing talents are secondary. You need to put all your heart into the practice. You need to train yourself in walking, standing, speaking, smiling, eating, and breathing. You need to train to dwell happily in the present moment. You need to cultivate and strengthen your stability, freedom, peace, and joy right from the first day of your monastic life. Although the talents you possess are much needed, and you may feel as if you are important playing the role of a Dharma protector, this is dangerous for your practice. You may fail to live up to your bodhicitta, your great aspiration in becoming a monk or a nun. All newly ordained monastics should be encouraged to put their whole heart into the practice of mindfulness. While you work to serve the Sangha and your practice center, you should look on the work as a practice, where every action and every step are lit up by mindfulness. You should never allow your work to pull you into a world of forgetfulness.

Happiness and Mindfulness

The foundation of precepts is mindfulness. If as a layperson you studied and practiced the precious Five Mindfulness Trainings, you know that all these trainings have their source in mindfulness—from insight and awareness. We vow to practice the mindfulness trainings because we are mindful of the suffering that comes about when we do not practice them. These trainings are a concrete manifestation of mindfulness. For example, we become aware that eating heedlessly will bring about suffering in our body. Thanks to that mindfulness, we begin to consume in a way that causes less suffering. That is the practice of precepts. All precepts—the five mindfulness trainings, the ten novice precepts, the 250 bhikṣu precepts—arise out of mindfulness. From the sutras, we learn that a monastic should give all their attention to the study and practice of precepts and fine manners in the first five years of monastic life. This means that the novice should practice mindfulness solidly. 

Precepts are not outer constraints. At the heart of the precepts, there must be mindfulness. Mindfulness means to be aware of what is happening in the present moment. Walking, you know you are walking; sitting, you know you are sitting; speaking, you know you are speaking; listening, you know you are listening. Mindfulness is the Buddha, the energy that shines light in you at every moment of your daily life. Living mindfully makes us happy. At the time you practice mindfulness, your bodhicitta is active and nourished. Bodhicitta is not an energy that lies inert within you. Once a clock has been wound up, it will run day and night. Mindfulness is like that. It is an energy that directs your daily life. If you do not break the precepts, it is not because you struggle hard to observe them but because you have bodhicitta. You know that if you break the precepts, it will ruin everything. Your great aspiration will not be realized. If as a novice you do not break the third precept, it is not because you work hard to force yourself to keep the precept. It is because you have a love and an aspiration which is so great you know that if you were to sleep with someone, your monastic life would be destroyed, and your great aspiration would never be realized. When you break the precepts, you not only destroy your monastic life, you also destroy the life of the other person and harm your blood family and your Sangha. The reason you keep the precepts is because you have love. You love yourself, your family, and your Sangha, your teacher, your society, and the life of liberation you have chosen. If you break the precepts, you die, which means your monastic life and aspiration die. You know this because you have mindfulness, which comes from your mind of love—the immense source of energy that drove you to become a monastic. It is very important, so do not allow it to erode in your daily life. Forgetfulness is the element that erodes our bodhicitta.

From the first day, you as a young monastic have been guided in the practice of fine manners in the activities of the meditation center. You have to train how to walk, stand, lie down, sit, put on your robe, your shoes, wash your hands, be an attendant, etc., so that every movement is composed, and your posture reflects a life of stability and ease. Fine manners that are not based in mindfulness are just “imitation Zen”—an outer form. Mindfulness is the foundation not only of fine manners but also of precepts and The Admonitions and Encouraging Words of Master Guishan. The four volumes of gāthās, fine manners, precepts, and Master Guishan’s words—called The Minor Vinaya, or novice Vinaya—are all forms of the practice of mindfulness.

If a monastic is happy in their daily life and their environment is favorable, their bodhicitta will be nourished every day. If the practice brings you happiness, peace, and ease, worldly sense pleasures will not have the strength to entice you. No worldly pleasure will have the power to attract and pull you out of monastic life. If your monastic life is a failure, if you suffer because of your teacher, or if you have doubts about or are angry with your brothers and sisters in the Sangha, the situation has become extremely dangerous. You will sooner or later leave the monastic life. You have seen how important the environment is. A monastic cannot live alone, practicing without a teacher and a Sangha. A monastic cannot follow their personal desires to follow a worldly course of studies to earn a degree. If Thầy does not want his monastic disciples to go out and serve the Buddhadharma on their own, it is not because Thầy does not trust them or their abilities. It is because Thầy knows only too well that when they flow with the Sangha, they will be so much stronger.


	Beginner’s Mind Is a Beautiful Mind

Renouncing worldly beauty and donning the Dharma robe,

giving up worldly loves and parting from dear ones,

forsaking family life to go on the Dharma path,

you vow to love and help all people.



These are four beautiful lines of a poem praising the resolve of a monastic. “Renouncing worldly beauty” means relinquishing the worldly beauty of outer appearance. Your hair may be glossy, but you have shaved it all off. You have refused all cosmetics and jewelry—that is something quite revolutionary! Only when people have a strong energy inside can they do that. The Dharma robe is the monastic robe. You have cut off all the bonds of worldly love. “The net of worldly love has been torn apart” is a sentence in the lamp transmission gāthā of Sister Chân Viên Quang. You have seen that the life of a couple is not your dream or ambition. You want to make not one but many people happy. You do not want to be caught up in the net of worldly love. So you may say to the other: “I want to go on the path of a bodhisattva in order to be able to include everyone in my love—and that includes you.” Or you can say: “I want to go on the path of a bodhisattva. I want to offer this heart of mine to everyone, and that includes you.” That is what is meant by giving up worldly love so that the strings of attachment no longer bind you. With just a clip of the scissors, the strings are cut. That is the meaning of “shedding my hair completely.” 

“Parting from dear ones” means saying farewell to our parents and our siblings. Why do we part from them in order to become a monastic? It is because we have a strong aspiration. Those who set out to start a revolution do no less than “give up worldly love and part from dear ones.” A monastic is a true revolutionary with a great ambition, which gives them the energy to cut the strings of worldly love. You renounce the family life to go on the path the Buddha has taught. You vow to love and liberate everyone and not just care about the happiness of one person. When people marry someone, they vow to make one person happy—and after that, three or four others. But it is not always certain that they will do even that. In the life of human beings, only two or three people living together can bring about a hell realm. 

A monastic should value their freedom highly. If you are caught in the bonds of worldly love and lose your freedom, you are no longer able to make anyone happy. You are completely bound and drown in the suffering. Seeing this, you feel compassion. You become a monastic because you want to help people who suffer. You see the overwhelming suffering around you, and you do not want to embark on those paths of darkness. You want to find a path of light for yourself, find ways to untie the bonds of suffering, and then enter the world to help liberate others. This desire is the bodhicitta—a huge source of energy, a huge heart of love. It does not mean you no longer love your loved ones or abandon them. It is only that you do not want to love in a way that brings bondage, possessiveness, and sorrow. With that kind of love, we only make each other suffer. We want to keep loving with the kind of love that is able to offer joy, maintain each other’s freedom, and transform suffering. This is the love that the Buddha teaches. 

Maitrī—loving kindness—is offering joy without creating attachment and suffering. Karuṇā—compassion—is transforming suffering. Love without attachment in which freedom is kept intact is upekṣā—inclusiveness. In this love, those who love only offer each other joy and never draw each other into the tragedy of attachment. That is muditā—joy. You gave rise to the aspiration to become a monastic because you want to love in this wonderful way. 

Bodhicitta is the basic source of energy for a monastic. If you nourish this source of energy, even if there is a storm going on inside you with thunder and lightning, even if you have thousands of difficulties, you can still stand firm without being blown over. You have to do everything possible to protect your bodhicitta. Sometimes bodhicitta is called the beginner’s mind. This is a heart and a mind whose wholesome qualities are intact, ardent, and beautiful. You should preserve this bodhicitta for your mother, your father, all people, all species, and for the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha. The best way to preserve it is to live and practice in a favorable environment. 

I have the good fortune (merit) of having preserved the beginner’s mind. I pray that you will preserve this beautiful heart, forever, for thousands of lifetimes.

Further Sharing for Young Monastics

Translator’s note: As Thích Nhất Hạnh read over the transcript of the talk he gave above on 2 May, 1996, he realized there was a great deal more he wanted to say to young monks and nuns. Here follows what he wrote on 22 May, 1996, in the New Hamlet, Plum Village.

  

There is a great deal I want to say to young monks and nuns. I am very aware that at present there are young monastics living in a good environment. They are cared for and trusted by their teacher and encouraged and supported by their fellow monastics. They have a chance to learn and practice every day. Nevertheless, there are not many young monastics who are so fortunate. Maybe some young monastics will cry when they read this. I know there are many young monastic students who are facing difficulties, even lacking adequate food or clothing. It is because I myself have been through times like that that I understand these young monastics.

The Difficulties

Once you ordain and begin your monastic life in the monastery or institute, you can encounter difficulties just like those you may have encountered with your parents or siblings when you lived in your blood family. You may have difficulties with your teacher, which make both you and your teacher suffer. You may feel that your teacher does not like or understand you, that maybe your teacher thinks you are not responsible enough, or that you do not do as you are told. The communication between you and your teacher may have become difficult, leaving you both unhappy.

You may think that life in the monastery is too busy and that you have far too much work to do. You do not have time for your studies and practice, and, likewise, your teacher does not have the time to study and practice. You are longing for the day when your teacher sends you away to study at an institute of Buddhist studies so that you can give all your attention to your studies and practice. But the monastery is short of hands, so your teacher has not let you go.

Maybe your parents did not want you to ordain. They say that the family needs your support and you have abandoned them by becoming a monastic. Your family members believe that ordaining as a monastic means neglecting your family, and that makes you suffer greatly. Other monastics receive moral support from their families, but you don’t. Maybe you have difficulties with your fellow monastics. You blame them for not understanding you, speaking harshly to you, discriminating against you, and reporting your shortcomings to your teacher so your teacher does not like you.

Problems like this are fundamentally no different from problems one encounters in society. You suffer and the fact that you suffer is a huge defeat for you, for me, and for the whole Sangha. If you suffer and you cannot transform your suffering, how can you go the whole length of your path as a monastic?

Sometimes out of irritation you think: “Why don’t I leave the monastery? Start a small hermitage with a couple of lay practitioners sponsoring me financially so I can pay the rent, buy food, and take the bus to my place of study.” You tell yourself: “There is no need to rush into the study of Buddhism and the practice activities of the Sangha. Now what I need is to study so that I can reach a high enough level of worldly knowledge. After that, it will not be too late to study and practice Buddhism. Moreover, if I have a university degree, I will progress faster in my Buddhist studies later on, and people will listen to what I say because I have a bachelor’s, master’s, or doctorate degree.” Thinking like this, your mind is not at peace and you cannot attend wholeheartedly to your daily life. This kind of thinking is very harmful because it can deprive you of your monastic life before you realize it.

The Way Out

If you are undergoing many difficulties, my wish is that you do not hurry to leave your present environment, your teacher, and your Sangha in search of a better place. Do not act like those who see that the grass is greener on the other side. You may be dreaming of being a student in an institute of Buddhist studies, but there may be someone in the institute who is dreaming of being in a monastery like you. If you cannot find a satisfactory and appropriate way to resolve your situation based on what I shared in the previous section, then please go and consult a good spiritual friend whom you trust. That friend could be a monk or a nun who has insight, virtue, peace, and joy. You should tell that person all that is in your heart and the truth about your circumstances. Your spiritual friend will point out the direction you can go in and the steps you need to take.

If you are to consult with me, I would tell you to practice to reestablish communication with your teacher and fellow monastics as soon as possible. You need to learn and practice deep listening and loving speech. You should know how to sit and listen attentively in silence. You have to learn to listen without any preconception and without displaying any irritation or the tendency to judge and react. These energies can be seen by the other on your face and in your eyes, or heard in your breathing, or displayed in your gestures. They will make it impossible for the other to express all they need to say. You must train yourself to follow your breathing and remain calm as you listen, so you can accept what you hear even though it may not agree with the perception you already have about the truth. You must train yourself to listen to your teacher and your fellow monastics in this way and, about a month later, communication will be reestablished between you and them.

When you speak, use loving and harmonious speech. Speak in such a way as to show you are at peace as you present the truth for the other to see. Do not speak in order to show your irritation or agitation. Never use language that blames. Just speak about your suffering and difficulties and ask the other to help. Deep listening and loving speech are the essence of the fourth precept. Practicing this precept, you will change the situation. You may be able to convince your teacher and fellow monastics to contribute something to transforming the present environment into one that is more suitable for the practice—in other words, for the realization of the beautiful ideal of a good monastic.

In a Buddhist institute, you may also find instances of opposing factions, division, and discrimination. If you are a monastic student or a young Dharma teacher in such an institute, you need to practice loving speech and deep listening to transform the environment gradually into one that is truly favorable for the realization of the monastic ideal.

I know that what I write here will also be read by the elders in monasteries and the Dharma teachers in Buddhist institutes. I am confident that they are also yearning as we are for a transformation in the practice environment so that teachers and students can be happier in their daily practice. We all need your happiness. So you have no right to continue to suffer; if you continue to suffer, we shall lose you. Suffering is necessary as far as it gives rise to the insight into the way out of suffering when you know how to look deeply into its roots. So suffering is a holy truth. If, however, you drown in suffering and cannot see its roots and the way out, suffering is no longer a holy truth.

The Practice Needs Friends

The British historian Arnold Toynbee (1889–1975) is said to have predicted that the encounter between Buddhism and Western civilization would be the most important change to take place in the twenty-first century. I believe that this encounter will be the foundation for a new human civilization. You must prepare to contribute to this historical change. You must apply the teachings of the Buddha in your daily life to transform your own and the Sangha body’s suffering. Your Sangha body is the community of your monastic brothers and sisters. The Sangha body is also your body. If in each of you there is the presence of the Buddha body and the Dharma body, then your community is a true Sangha body.

You should whole-heartedly practice mindful breathing and walking. You have to live deeply each moment of your daily life. You have to know how to be in touch with the wonders of life within and around you at every moment. You have to be awake to the bamboo, the yellow flowers, the full moon, and the white clouds. These are all manifestations of the wonderful Dharma body.

You have to live as did the monk Samiddhi, dwelling happily in the present moment. Samiddhi was a young monk in the time of the Buddha who was loved and respected by the Buddha and the Sangha. Rāhula was the first youngster to join the Buddha’s monastic Sangha. Śāriputra transmitted to him the novice precepts. Later on, Rāhula did well in his practice and was counted among the ten great disciples of the Buddha. Ānanda was another young monk who was very happy living as a monk with a heart of chaste love. Due to his intelligence and outstanding memory, the discourses of the Buddha have been handed down to us. Revata, the youngest brother of Śāriputra, was able to contemplate the impermanence and disintegration of the body when he was a teenager and because of that asked to become a monk. He lived happily and at ease in the seclusion of a peaceful mountain forest. Subhūti, the younger brother of the layman Anāthapiṇdika, was another adolescent monk, praised by the Buddha for his mastery of compassion and loving kindness meditation. Both of them took their elder brother as models in their practice. Soṇaka gave rise to bodhicitta immediately after he heard a Dharma talk of the Buddha in the Bamboo Forest Monastery. It was only when he was very weak from hunger after fasting for many weeks that his parents relented and allowed him to become a monk. 

The venerable monks Bhaddiya and Anuruddha were both from high-ranking families. They left behind all their authority, power, and riches in order to become monk disciples of the Buddha and live a life of freedom. The nuns Uppalavaṇṇā and Subhā were well known for their outstanding beauty, but they cut off all the bonds of worldly love to become nuns and lived the life of the practice with a determination that few could emulate. The nun Sundarīnanda, the half-sister of the Buddha, became a nun before she was twenty and was praised by the Buddha for her success in practicing meditation. All these monks and nuns can be bright models for you.

We do not practice alone. We can only practice in the context of the Sangha. If we do not live, practice, and work with a Sangha, our practice becomes weak. When we live and practice with the Sangha, we have the guidance and support of the Sangha, and that is what is meant by taking refuge in the Sangha. Taking refuge in the Sangha is not just having faith in the Sangha but a daily practice. If you do not take refuge in the Sangha, you will lose your beautiful monastic ideal not too far ahead in the future. The Vietnamese people have experience of this insight, and that is why they say: “As a meal needs soup, so the practice needs friends.”

The Buddha’s Legacy

As a monk or a nun, you are a direct descendant of the Buddha, and you should know how to inherit the legacy of the Buddha. You should practice to the best of your ability the basic Dharma doors for your own happiness. You must master the practices of sitting and walking meditation, mindfulness of breathing and eating, the contemplations on impermanence, no-self, loving kindness, and compassion. You must recognize and transform suffering, build Sangha, and bring more happiness into the world.

When studying the sutras, you must always ask yourself, “Do these ideas in the sutra have anything to do with my daily life? Can they help me transform my suffering and bring about peace and joy?” Certainly, the great Mahāyāna sutras like the Diamond, Lotus, Avataṃsaka, and Ratnakūṭa sutras contain many lofty ideas, but the aim of studying a sutra is not to enjoy deep philosophical ideas or to be able to repeat those ideas in order to find satisfaction while you are teaching them to others. The Buddhadharma is a raft to take us across the river to the shore of transformation, peace, and joy. The aim of a monastic is not to become a Buddhist scholar or philosopher but to become a peaceful, joyful, and liberated human being, a true teacher who can help others transform. Therefore, you should avoid storing up knowledge and rather choose the path of true learning, true practice, and true realization.

You should see impermanence, no-self, loving kindness, and compassion as the instruments of contemplation that we need to transform our suffering, not as theories. If you know how to contemplate impermanence, no-self, loving kindness, and compassion, you will put an end to wrong perceptions in your daily life. You will become more understanding and inclusive, and your love will grow day by day. Life can only be happy when there is love. People who only know how to blame and hate suffer. The more you see loving kindness and compassion growing in you, the more you will recognize that you have begun to look at others with the eyes of love. You are no longer harsh, you no longer blame, and you also begin to have much happiness. That is a mark of great transformation in a monastic.

I have visited more than thirty nations of the world to organize retreats for the people who live there. Some retreats last three weeks and others only four days. Even after just four days of practice, many retreatants have undergone a transformation by the time they return home. They have been able to forgive, to love, and bring harmony into their own hearts and the hearts of their family members.

A monk or a nun should not forget that it is a great fortune to live full-time in a practice environment. If you allow the days and months to pass and you do not put your heart into the practice, you waste your life in the monastery. After farmers have tried out a certain kind of seed or fertilizer or method of cultivation without success, then they will certainly need to change the seeds, the fertilizer, or the way of cultivation. It is the same for us who practice. If you practice for three or six months and do not see any transformation, you must know that there is something not right in your way of practice. Do not delay in seeking out your teacher and spiritual friends in order to discover more suitable Dharma doors that will be effective for you. I have seen people who have practiced for decades but their perceptions, way of life, and habits of suffering have not changed in the least. That is a huge waste for them and for us.

With Bodhisattvas as Companions on the Path

When you practice loving kindness and compassion in the right way, you will see sooner or later that the energy of compassion in you will push you to realize it in action. Loving kindness and compassion are not principles to live by but energies that demand to manifest in a concrete way in life. Maybe you are a monastic who wants to express your compassion by undertaking relief operations for the poor and the hungry, by taking care of orphans or the disabled, or by serving in a hospital or prison. Such actions are true Dharma talks, if in truth you have undertaken them motivated by love. Every gesture you make in caring for the sick, the disabled, and the poor can be a powerful Dharma talk. If a Dharma teacher gives a very good talk but their words are not motivated by the energy of compassion, then the talk is just looking for approval and is not a true Dharma talk.

I do not want you to busy yourself doing social work and so forget that the true monastic aim is to practice ending afflictions and transform suffering. You should not devote all your time to social work. Your obligation is not that of a doctor, nurse, or social worker. You can volunteer your services in the hospital, detention center, or orphanage two or three evenings a week. As you are serving others, you must really practice mindfulness, always remaining calm with the decorum of fine manners and never losing yourself in forgetfulness. If you know how to follow your breathing and practice dwelling in the present moment, then your work helping others is at the same time your daily practice of mindfulness. It is as important as sitting meditation and chanting.

In Europe and North America, many hospitals provide chapels and prayer rooms for patients and their relatives to practice in. There are times when the patients or their relatives need to establish peace of mind and to pray when the patient has been admitted to the emergency room, before or during an operation, or when the patient is coming around after anesthesia. So the prayer room is very necessary. There are monks and nuns who volunteer to serve there. They have to learn how to help the patients and their families to establish peace of mind. The same is true in detention centers. There are monastics who are specially trained to serve those in detention. They need to know basic psychology, how to comfort them and help them remove their mental blocks. When you enter such places to serve, you will feel Bodhisattva Kṣitigarbha is there alongside you to restore peace in the hearts of those you are helping. You have to do this work with all your heart because as a companion of Kṣitigarbha, you are also a bodhisattva. As a bodhisattva you train yourself to be awake at every moment; you do not allow yourself to fall into the world of forgetfulness by being carried away by the work. We say that we practice compassion, but if we are not present in places of suffering like the hospital and prison, it may be difficult for people to understand what we mean.

In many Western countries like the UK and the US, many of my books find their way into prisons. From time to time lay members of the Order of Interbeing also visit people in prison to comfort them and to lead them in the practice. I have received so many thank-you letters from incarcerated people who have read my books. Many of them say that they practice very diligently in the prison. They have faith in the Dharma doors offered because the practice calms their mind and re-awakens trust in them. Religious leaders and elders in the congregation should suggest to politicians that it would be good to have a meditation room in every hospital and prison and suggest to Buddhist institutes that they prepare to train a number of monastic students to be able to serve in these places.

Something to Offer 

Offering is the most beautiful action of a monk or a nun. There are three kinds of gifts: material gifts, the gift of the Dharma, and the gift of non-fear. A monastic does not have many material things to offer. Out of their virtue and love, laypeople who have faith in the Sangha entrust some material things to the Sangha so it can do relief work and bring comfort. The Dharma doors that you have practiced, whose fruits you have reaped, are your most precious offering. 

If you do social work, do not work in a way that is devoid of the practice. Do not just be a social worker. Your role is that of a monastic practitioner. When you do relief work, find ways to transmit to the people you help methods of practice for them to overcome their deep suffering. Do not think that they only suffer because they are short of food, clothes, lodging, and medicine. They can suffer greatly in their relationships with those around them. They can suffer from anger, despair, complexes, jealousy, and conflicts. You should not be afraid of being maligned for proselytizing when you take the opportunity to help people. You can use secular terminology to help people find the way out of their difficulties. Non-Buddhists also teach and train in breathing exercises, total relaxation, and deep listening and loving speech. The gift of the Dharma is a very precious gift that a monastic can offer. You can offer it day after day, and it will never be exhausted. 

Non-fear is the third gift. It comes from your stability, freedom, and insight. If your practice is successful, you will become more stable and more free day by day. Your freedom is not political but spiritual. You are not controlled or constrained by unwholesome mental formations whether they be anxiety, fear, hatred, craving, or jealousy. When you are able to realize no birth and no death, you have no more fear, even of death. As you sit at the bedside of someone at their last breath, your stability and freedom help the dying person to become peaceful and practice mindfulness right up to the last moment. Your presence gives people trust and non-fear when you have non-fear, stability, and freedom in yourself. I have students who are very skilled in accompanying the dying. For example, the lay Dharma teacher Joan Halifax, a core member of the Order of Interbeing and a well-known North American anthropologist who specialized in Native American civilizations, trains people to accompany the dying and offer them non-fear. We need to be able to offer non-fear to people at the most difficult transitions in their lives—including death. I have written a song based on teachings in the Saṃyutta Nikāya11 with the title “Lullaby for the Dying,” which you can read, chant, or sing for the dying person whether they are conscious or in a coma.


11 Cf. the Saḷāyatanavagga of the Saṃyutta Nikāya.


Freedom and ease are the most precious possessions of a monastic. Do not ever lose them. You have to practice mindfulness and observe the precepts strictly in order to protect your freedom. Temptations like fame, power, sex, and riches are like artificial bait that hides a sharp hook. The fish thinks that the fake worm is a real worm, swallows it, and the hook catches in its throat. 

Your happiness does not come from riches, sex, fame, and profit. If you are attached to these things, you will lose your freedom. Your happiness is your stability, freedom, love, and non-fear. Every day you must reinforce and develop these qualities in yourself. 

Hand in Hand 

Dear young monastic, I may have recognized you before you ordained. Looking at you, I saw the wholesome seeds of a monastic and I often thought to myself, “May you have the right conditions to ordain while you are still young.” Now you have become a monastic, I am overjoyed. I am doing all I can to create conditions for you to be able to learn and practice and nourish your aspiration. I grieve when I see you suffer. I am happy when I see you happy. I am proud when I see you helping your family and helping your teacher to build the Sangha and beginning to make others happy. I am concerned about you. My desire is to nourish you as the first leaves of the banana tree nourish the new leaves that still lie in its stem. I place my trust in you. You are a child of the Buddha. You are my young sister or brother, my student, my child, my grandchild. Though you have not yet been born, I already see you. Whether you have just received the novice precepts or have already received the full ordination, you are a young monastic who carries in you the aspiration of the Buddha. You are the continuation of the Buddha, a precious instrument of the Dharma, the quintessence of the Sangha. Whether you are a monk or a nun, you can bring the bodhisattva ideal into the world. 

Having been able to share with you today, I feel light at heart. I am optimistic and do not need to worry because I have faith in you. I shall always be at your side. Your hand is in mine. My hand is in the Buddha’s hand. Let us go firmly together into the future. 






VI

Ceremony for Reciting the Ten Precepts





Sitting Meditation (10–15 minutes)

[Bell] [Bell] [Bell]



Incense Offering


[Bell] [Bell] [Bell]

In gratitude, we offer this incense

throughout space and time

to all Buddhas and Bodhisattvas.

May it be fragrant as Earth herself,

reflecting careful efforts,

wholehearted awareness,

and the fruit of understanding slowly ripening.

May we and all beings be companions

of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas.

May we awaken from forgetfulness

and realize our true home. [Bell]

The one who bows and the one who is bowed to

are both, by nature, empty.

Therefore the communication between them

is inexpressibly perfect.

Our practice center is the Net of Indra

reflecting all Buddhas everywhere.

And with my person in front of each Buddha,

I go with my whole life for refuge. [Bell]




Touching the Earth

[Bell] [Bell] [Bell]

Offering light in the Ten Directions, 

the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha, 

to whom we bow in gratitude. [Bell]

Teaching and living the way of awareness 

in the very midst of suffering and confusion, 

Śākyamuni Buddha, the Fully Enlightened One, 

to whom we bow in gratitude. [Bell]

Cutting through ignorance, 

awakening our hearts and our minds, 

Mañjuśrī, the Bodhisattva of Great Understanding, 

to whom we bow in gratitude. [Bell]

Working mindfully, working joyfully 

for the sake of all beings, 

Samantabhadra, the Bodhisattva of Great Action, 

to whom we bow in gratitude. [Bell]

Listening deeply, 

serving beings in countless ways, 

Avalokiteśvara, the Bodhisattva of Great Compassion, 

to whom we bow in gratitude. [Bell]

Fearless and persevering 

through realms of suffering and darkness, 

Kṣitigarbha, the Bodhisattva of Great Aspiration, 

to whom we bow in gratitude. [Bell]

Mother of Buddhas, Bodhisattvas and all beings, 

nourishing, holding and healing all, 

Bodhisattva Gaia, Great Mother Earth, 

Precious Jewel of the Cosmos, 

to whom we bow in gratitude. [Bell]

Radiating light in all directions, 

source of life on earth, 

Mahāvairocana Tathāgata, Great Father Sun, 

Buddha of infinite light and life, 

to whom we bow in gratitude. [Bell]

Convener of the Sangha, 

the teacher Mahākāśyapa, 

to whom we bow in gratitude. [Bell]

Wise elder brother, 

the teacher Śāriputra, to whom we bow in gratitude. [Bell]

Showing love for parents, 

the teacher Mahāmaudgalyāyana, 

to whom we bow in gratitude. [Bell]

Master of the Vinaya, 

the teacher Upāli, 

to whom we bow in gratitude. [Bell]

Recorder of the teachings, 

the teacher Ānanda, 

to whom we bow in gratitude. [Bell]

Leader of the bhikṣuṇīs, 

Mahāgautamī, 

to whom we bow in gratitude. [Bell]

Showing the way 

fearlessly and compassionately, 

the stream of all our Ancestral Teachers, 

to whom we bow in gratitude. [Bell] [Bell] 




Opening Verse 

[Bell, bell, bell]

Namo Tassa Bhagavato 

Arahato Sammā-sambuddhassa [Bell]

The Dharma is deep and lovely. 

We now have a chance to see, study, and to practice it.

We vow to realize it’s true meaning [Bell]




The Heart of the Insight That Brings Us to the Other Shore 

[Bell]

Avalokiteśvara,

while practicing deeply with

the Insight that Brings Us to the Other Shore,

suddenly discovered that

all of the five Skandhas are equally empty,

and with this realization

he overcame all Ill-being.

“Listen, Śāriputra,

this Body itself is Emptiness

and Emptiness itself is this Body.

This Body is not other than Emptiness

and Emptiness is not other than this Body.

The same is true of Feelings,

Perceptions, Mental Formations,

and Consciousness.

“Listen, Śāriputra,

all phenomena bear the mark of Emptiness;

their true nature is the nature of

no Birth no Death,

no Being no Non-Being,

no Defilement no Purity,

no Increasing no Decreasing.

“That is why in Emptiness,

Body, Feelings, Perceptions,

Mental Formations, and Consciousness

are not separate self-entities.

The Eighteen Realms of Phenomena

which are the Six Sense Organs,

the Six Sense Objects,

and the Six Consciousnesses

are also not separate self-entities.

The Twelve Links of Interdependent Arising

and their Extinction

are also not separate self-entities.

Ill-being, the Causes of Ill-being,

the End of Ill-being, the Path,

insight and attainment,

are also not separate self-entities.

Whoever can see this

no longer needs anything to attain.

Bodhisattvas who practice

the Insight That Brings Us to the Other Shore

see no more obstacles in their mind,

and because there

are no more obstacles in their mind,

they can overcome all fear,

destroy all wrong perceptions

and realize Perfect Nirvana.

“All Buddhas in the past, present, and future

by practicing 

the Insight That Brings Us to the Other Shore

are all capable of attaining

Authentic and Perfect Enlightenment.

“Therefore, Śāriputra,

it should be known that

the Insight That Brings Us to the Other Shore

is a Great Mantra,

the most illuminating mantra,

the highest mantra,

a mantra beyond compare,

the True Wisdom that has the power

to put an end to all kinds of suffering.

Therefore let us proclaim

a mantra to praise

the Insight that Brings Us to the Other Shore.

Gate gate pāragate pārasaṃgate bodhi svāhā!

Gate gate pāragate pārasaṃgate bodhi svāhā!

Gate gate pāragate pārasaṃgate bodhi svāhā!”

[Bell] [Bell] [Bell]




Sanghakarman Procedure

Sanghakarman master: Has the entire community of novices assembled? 

Sanghakarman Convenor: The entire community of novices has assembled.

Sanghakarman master: Is there harmony in the community?

Sanghakarman Convenor: Yes, there is harmony.

Sanghakarman master: Is there anyone not able to be present who has asked to be represented and says they have kept the precepts?

Sanghakarman Convenor: No, there is not. (If there is someone, you say, "Novice _____ is not able to be present to recite the precepts because of health reasons and has asked Novice ____ to represent him/her. He/she is satisfied that he/she has kept the precepts.")

Sanghakarman master: Why has the community gathered today?

Sanghakarman Convenor: The community has gathered to realize the sanghakarman of reciting the Ten Novice Precepts.

Sanghakarman master: Noble community of novices, please listen. Today, [date], has been chosen to recite the Vinaya. We have gathered at the appointed time and we agree that we are ready to listen to the recitation in a spirit of harmony. Thus the recitation is in accord with the Vinaya. Is this proposal clear and complete?

Everyone: Clear and complete. [Bell]



Introductory Words

Now is the time for the recitation of the Ten Novice Precepts. Please will all novices present themselves with joined palms before the Three Jewels.

When you hear the sound of the bell, touch the earth three times to express your respect and gratitude to the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha. [Bell]

Novices, please listen. The Ten Novice Precepts are a wide gateway through which we enter the ordained community. They are the foundation of the Prātimokṣa that you will receive and practice in the future. Listen to each precept with a heart that is pure and calm. Take the precepts to be a clear mirror in which to look at yourself. Please listen to each precept and answer yes silently every time you see that you have made an effort to study, practice, and observe it.

Novices, are you ready? Then I shall read the Ten Precepts.

The First PreceptOn Protecting Life

Aware of the suffering brought about by the destruction of life, I vow to cultivate compassion in order to protect the lives of people and all other species. I vow not to kill, not to let others kill, and not to condone any act of killing in the world by my way of thinking or by my way of life.

This is the first of the Ten Novice Precepts. Have you done your best to learn about it and practice it in the past two weeks? [Three breaths] [Bell]

The Second Precept 

On Respecting What Belongs to Others

Aware of the suffering caused by exploitation, social injustice, stealing and oppression, I vow to cultivate loving kindness in order to bring joy and peace to people and all other species. I am determined to share my time and energy with those who are in need. I vow not to steal and not to possess anything which should belong to my community or to anyone else. I shall respect the property of others, but I shall also prevent others from making profit from human suffering or the suffering of other species.

This is the second of the Ten Novice Precepts. Have you done your best to learn about it and practice it in the past two weeks? [Three breaths] [Bell]

The Third Precept 

On Protecting Chastity

Aware that the aspiration of a monk or a nun can only be realized when I wholly leave behind the bonds of worldly love, I vow to protect myself and to help others to protect themselves by the practice of chastity. I know that any sexual engagement will destroy my life as a monk or a nun and damage the lives of others. I am aware that having a sexual relationship will prevent me from realizing my ideal to serve living beings.

This is the third of the Ten Novice Precepts. Have you done your best to learn about it and practice it in the past two weeks? [Three breaths][Bell]

The Fourth Precept 

On Mindful Speech and Deep Listening

Aware of the suffering caused by unmindful speech, I vow to cultivate right speech and deep listening in order to bring joy and happiness to others and relieve others of their suffering. Knowing that words can create happiness or suffering, I am determined to say only things that inspire self-confidence, peace, joy, and hope. I am determined to speak the truth in a way that brings about understanding and harmony. I vow not to say things that are untrue, or that bring about division and hatred. I vow not to spread news that I do not know to be certain, nor to criticize or condemn things of which I am not sure. I am determined to listen deeply with love and compassion in order to understand the suffering and difficulties of others and to bring them comfort. I am determined not to say things that might bring about division or disharmony in my community of practice, or that can cause the community to break. I am determined not to speak to anyone about the faults of another practice center or of any monk or nun in another Sangha, even though I may think that these faults are real.

This is the fourth of the Ten Novice Precepts. Have you done your best to learn about it and practice it in the past two weeks? [Three breaths][Bell]

The Fifth Precept 

On Protecting and Nourishing the Body—Not Consuming Alcohol, Drugs, or Other Items That Contain Toxins

Aware of the suffering caused by the consumption of alcohol, drugs, and other intoxicants, I vow not to ingest any food or beverage that contains toxins and that deprives me of the control of my body and mind or brings about heaviness and ill-being in my body or my spirit. I am determined to practice mindful eating, drinking, and consuming, to consume only things that bring peace and joy to my body and mind. I vow not to consume alcohol, not to use drugs, and not to consume any other intoxicants, including books and films, that can poison me with violence, fear, craving, or hatred.

This is the fifth of the Ten Novice Precepts. Have you done your best to learn about it and practice it in the past two weeks? [Three breaths][Bell]

The Sixth Precept 

On Not Using Cosmetics or Wearing Jewelry

Aware that the true beauty of a monk or a nun is found in his or her stability and freedom, I vow to adorn myself and my Sangha with the practice of mindfulness made concrete by my training in the precepts and fine manners at all moments. I realize that cosmetics and jewelry only bring about an outer show of attractiveness and foster attachment and infatuation. Therefore, I vow to live simply and dress neatly, wearing clean clothes. I resolve not to use perfume, powder, or other cosmetics or jewelry.

This is the sixth of the Ten Novice Precepts. Have you done your best to learn about it and practice it in the past two weeks? [Three breaths][Bell]

The Seventh Precept 

On Not Being Caught in Worldly Amusements

Aware that many songs, films, books, amusements, and games can damage body and mind and waste precious time that could be used for study and practice, I am determined not to be drowned in these distractions. I am determined not to read novels, look at worldly films, books, or magazines or seek distraction by singing or listening to love songs or other kinds of music that cause negative emotions to arise. I will not waste time playing video games or gambling.

This is the seventh of the Ten Novice Precepts. Have you done your best to learn about it and practice it in the past two weeks? [Three breaths][Bell]

The Eighth Precept 

On Not Living a Life of Material Luxury

Aware that a monk or nun who lives with too much comfort or luxury becomes prone to sensual desire and pride, I vow to live my whole life simply, with few desires. I resolve not to sit on luxurious chairs or lie down on luxurious beds, not to wear silk or embroidered fabrics, not to live in luxurious quarters, and not to travel using luxurious means of transport.

This is the eighth of the Ten Novice Precepts. Have you done your best to learn about it and practice it in the past two weeks? [Three breaths][Bell]

The Ninth Precept 

On Being Vegetarian and Not Eating Apart from the Sangha

Aware of the need to maintain good health, to live in harmony with the Sangha, and to nourish compassion in my heart, I vow to be vegetarian for the whole of my life and not to eat apart from the Sangha, except when I am sick.

This is the ninth of the Ten Novice Precepts. Have you done your best to learn about it and practice it in the past two weeks? [Three breaths][Bell]

The Tenth Precept 

On Not Accumulating Money or Possessions for Personal Use

Aware that the happiness of a monk or a nun is found in solidity and freedom, I vow not to allow money and possessions to become a preoccupation in my life. I am determined not to accumulate money, precious objects, and possessions for my own use and not to look for happiness in accumulating them, or to think that they will guarantee my security.

This is the tenth of the Ten Novice Precepts. Have you done your best to learn about it and practice it in the past two weeks? [Three breaths][Bell]

Concluding Words

Novices, to have been born a human being, to have met the Three Precious Jewels, and to be able to be an element of the noble Sangha is a great fortune to yourself, your family, your ancestors, and your descendants. Time goes by as fast as an arrow. Be diligent in the practice, not wasting your time and your youth. Upon hearing the bell, please stand up and touch the earth three times to express your gratitude to the Three Jewels and then return to your seat.


Sharing the Merit

Reciting the precepts, practicing the way of awareness

gives rise to benefits without limit.

We vow to share the fruits with all beings.

We vow to offer tribute to parents, teachers, friends, and numerous beings who give guidance and support along the path.

[Bell] [Bell] [Bell] 








VII

Sources



Stepping into Freedom is a short book with the essentials. In the future we hope there will be a longer book as a commentary on it, akin to the Commentaries on the Summary of the Novice Vinaya by Master Hongzan.

A newly ordained monk or nun in Vietnam receives the precepts and fine manners to study and practice, published in a collection of volumes called The Minor Vinaya. A subsequent work called the Vinaya with Commentaries includes very clear commentaries on the points briefly expounded in The Minor Vinaya. 

The Minor Vinaya is divided into three parts:


	Essential Vinaya for Daily Use, which was compiled by Chinese meditation master Duti (讀體禪師),

	The Summary of the Novice Vinaya (沙彌律儀要略), compiled by meditation master Zhuhong (雲栖祩宏禪師),

	The Admonitions and Encouraging Words (警策文) of Master Guishan (潙山禪師).



I. Essential Vinaya for Daily Use

Vinaya is the Sanskrit and Pali word for “moral training,” or “rules of discipline,” and practicing mindfulness in daily life is the foundation of this moral training. The book Essential Vinaya for Daily Use is not only intended for the use of novices; all monastics, however long they have been ordained, need to practice with gāthās to maintain mindfulness in daily life.

Essential Vinaya for Daily Use is a collection of gāthās or short poems that are used by monastics as a way of practicing mindfulness in daily life. The use of gāthās to practice meditation and look deeply began during the lifetime of the Buddha. We can find gāthās scattered throughout the early Buddhist as well as Mahāyāna sutras. In the Ming dynasty, meditation master Xingqi gathered together many gāthās from the “Purifying Practices” chapter of the Avataṃsaka Sutra and put them together with gāthās and dhāraṇis from various Mantrayāna sutras to compile the book Vinaya for Daily Use. Later on in the Qing dynasty, meditation master Duti (1601–1679) used Vinaya for Daily Use as the basis for compiling his Essential Vinaya for Daily Use. Not long after that, also in the Qing dynasty, meditation master Shuyu wrote a commentary on meditation master Duti’s work and made it into a book entitled Fragrant Milk of the Essential Vinaya for Daily Use.

Meditation master Duti came from Yunnan province, and he was talented as a child in painting. When he was fourteen, he lost his mother and father and was subsequently brought up by an uncle. At the age of seventeen, he was ordained as a monk by meditation master Liangru on Baohong Mountain. Later, he studied under Master Jiguang, a Vinaya master, from whom he received full ordination. He had such a firm grasp of the Vinaya Piṭika that, although he was still young, his teacher sometimes asked him to teach the Brahmajāla Sutra and the Four-Part Vinaya on his behalf.

When his root teacher passed away, Master Duti continued to immerse himself in his studies and to teach, later becoming a renowned Vinaya master. People of his time praised him, saying that he was the reincarnation of the Vinaya master Daoxuan. Master Duti passed away at the age of seventy-eight. His writings include Collections of Exhortative and Prohibitive Vinaya, Exhortative and Prohibitive Vinaya Further Explained, The Principal Chapter on Transmitting the Precepts, and The Wonderful Meaning of the Mahāyāna. His Essential Vinaya for Daily Use has been studied and practiced by novices in Vietnam for more than three hundred years.

Gāthās for the practice of mindfulness in Stepping into Freedom were compiled in the spirit of the Vinaya for Daily Use of Master Xingqi and Essential Vinaya for Daily Use of Master Duti, using the same methods with the addition of new gāthās relevant for monastics of our time. These gāthās are rich in poetry and very practical. They do not rely on abstract thinking. All the gāthās presented here should be learned by heart to make the practice easy.

II. The Summary of Novice Vinaya

This volume has two parts: the first concerns the ten novice precepts, and the second the novice fine manners. Although we distinguish between them, precepts and fine manners are closely related: when we look deeply, we see that every precept is a fine manner, and every fine manner is a precept. When we examine the ten precepts, we see that each one of them—and especially the last five—are the practice of fine manners. We can say the same of the bhiksṣu and bhikṣūṇī precepts—nearly all of them can be seen as fine manners. We can call fine manners “minor precepts”: if someone breaks the major precepts, they cease to be a novice, but it is sufficient to repent and begin anew when you break the minor precepts. The ten precepts in Stepping into Freedom receive only cursory comment in this book.

Monastic elders and novice practitioners will find the wording of the ten precepts in Stepping into Freedom very clear and suited to the needs of someone practicing in present-day society. These precepts also respond to the deep yearning of bodhicitta in a newly ordained monastic. There are chapters in the section on fine manners in Stepping into Freedom that are especially written for novices, but those who have received full ordination need to continue to practice nearly all the novice fine manners as well. Many of these fine manners are derived from the fine manners of bhikṣus and bhikṣūṇīs.

The term “fine manners” is translated from the Chinese wei yi (威儀): wei 威 means the virtue that is worthy of respect, and yi 儀 means manners. Fine manners are the beautiful outer expression of the spiritual life of a monastic. The 250 precepts of a bhikṣhu, when combined with the four positions of walking, standing, lying down, and sitting, become one thousand fine manners. When these latter are combined with the three actions of body, speech, and mind, they become three thousand fine manners. The fine manners of a novice are drawn from different Vinaya texts throughout the ages from as far back as Source Buddhism.

When he was collating the twenty-four fine-manner chapters for novices, Master Zhuhong (1535–1615) drew from the following documents: the Sutra on Three Thousand Fine Manners of the Bhikṣhu (Taisho 1470), which was translated by Master An Shigao of the Han Dynasty (second century CE); the Ten Novice Precept-Dharmas and Fine Manners (Taisho 1471), translated by an anonymous meditation master in the Eastern Jin Dynasty (317–420); and the Sutra on the Ten Novice Precepts and Disciplines (Taisho 1473), which was translated by Master Shihu in the Song Dynasty in the year 980. Master Duti, the author of Essential Vinaya for Daily Use about forty years later, also wrote the Summary of Vinaya for Nun Novices, which is based on the Mahāprajapati Bhikṣūṇī Sutra (Taisho 1478) and the Sutra on the Nun Novice Precepts (Taisho 1474). It was written in imitation of the book The Summary of Novice Vinaya of Master Zhuhong. Later, in the Ming Dynasty, meditation master Zhixu (1599–1655) wrote A Summary of the Ten Novice Precepts and Fine Manners, which is based on the book The Summary of Novice Vinaya by Master Yunqi. 

Meditation master Zhuhong, also known as Lianchi or Yunqi, was born in Hangzhou and became a novice monk when he was thirty-three on Wutai (Five Platform) Mountain under meditation master Xingtian. After he received full ordination under Master Wuzhu in Zhaoqing Temple, he trained under Master Bianrong and Master Xiaoya. From the age of thirty-seven on, he was abbot of the Yunqi Temple. He practiced diligently and was a skilled artist and teacher, writing commentaries on the Śūraṃgama Sutra, the Amitābha Sutra, The Last Recommendation of the Buddha (遺教經 Yi Jiao Jing), and the Brahmajāla Sutra. He composed more than thirty works about the Vinaya School and the Pure Land School of Buddhism. These and his other writings tend to synthesize the Pure Land School with the Meditation School and other Buddhist schools. Essays Written Before the Bamboo Window and Exhortation for Practitioners of Meditation are two of his most famous works. 

III. The Admonitions and Encouraging Words of Master Guishan

One of Master Guishan’s most well-known works, this serves to rouse monastics with a sense of shame so that they make the determination to practice with diligence. This work is so renowned in the Chinese Meditation School that it is featured as equal in importance to the Last Recommendation of the Buddha (遺教經 Yi jiao jing) and the Sutra in Forty-Two Chapters (四十二章經 Si shi er zhang jing) in one volume called The Three Scriptures of the Buddhas and Patriarchs (佛祖三經 Fo zu san jing).

Scholars usually divide The Admonitions and Encouraging Words of Master Guishan into five parts: the first dealing with the misfortunes associated with the body, the second with corruption in the monastic order, the third with the main aim of a monk or nun, the fourth showing the path of practice, and the fifth showing Master Guishan’s care and words of encouragement for his disciples. The treatise ends with a poem of thirty-six lines—four characters to a line—which serves as a mnemonic that summarizes all the main points in the treatise.

The translation into Vietnamese of Master Guishan’s work in Stepping into Freedom was made by Master Nhất Hạnh. The language is up to date, easy to read, expresses Master Guishan’s intention, and motivates the beginner’s mind of a monastic.

Master Guishan (771–853), also known by his lineage name Lingyou, was one of the great Tang Dynasty meditation masters—the first patriarch of the Meditation School called Guiyang. He became a monk when he was fifteen years old under Master Fachang and received full ordination at the Longxing Temple in Hangzhou. He met and made friends with the renowned Hanshan and Shide. When he was twenty-three, he visited Master Baizhang and later became one of his foremost disciples, returning afterwards to the Dagui Mountain where he was much respected and loved by the people. Large numbers of disciples gathered to study and practice with him at the Tongqing Temple, which he founded, including Chancellor Peixiu, who often came there to consult with the master. Master Guishan practiced and taught at Tongqing for more than forty years before he passed away in his eighty-third year.

Novices in China, Korea, Japan, and Vietnam have used these three books by Master Zhuhong, Master Duti, and Master Zhixu to train for nearly four hundred years. I compiled Stepping into Freedom using these three books as a basis, and it can be seen as a continuation of them. Instead of only twenty-four chapters on fine manners for novice monks and twenty-two chapters for novice nuns, we now have forty-one chapters, which can be used for novice monks and nuns alike. These chapters on fine manners reflect the lifestyle and practice needs of novices in modern society. You will see clearly that these chapters on fine manners aim to instill discipline and adherence to the precepts and also offer concrete ways of practicing mindfulness that will help you develop your concentration and insight every day. The novice needs real mindfulness to practice fine manners; without it, the fine manners are only a show. The gāthās for practicing mindfulness need to be learned by heart to guide the practice of mindful manners. Gāthās of mindfulness go along with fine manners as shadow follows form.

Stepping into Freedom has a fourth part, which is called “Teachings Given to Young Monastics”, from Dharma talks offered by Master Nhất Hạnh in Plum Village in 1996. These teachings are not to admonish but to help young monastics look deeply into their situation so they may see how to go in a good direction that meets the needs of their beautiful beginner’s minds. It is a skillful complement to the teaching of Master Guishan. Master Nhất Hạnh doesn’t offer encouragement or reminders but shows young monastics in detail how to find their direction by means of concrete practices. 

These practices help you to end the difficult and potentially stagnant situation in which you are caught. Please receive Master Nhất Hạnh’s intimate words as from a mother or elder sibling to comfort, console, and guide.






VIII

The Five Earth-Touchings



I

In gratitude, I bow to all generations of ancestors in my blood family.

[Bell]

[All touch the earth]

I see my mother and father, whose blood, flesh, and vitality are circulating in my own veins and nourishing every cell in me. Through them, I see my four grandparents. Their expectations, experiences, and wisdom have been transmitted from so many generations of ancestors. I carry in me the life, blood, experience, wisdom, happiness, and sorrow of all generations. The suffering and all the elements that need to be transformed, I am practicing to transform. I open my heart, flesh, and bones to receive the energy of insight, love, and experience transmitted to me by all my ancestors. I see my roots in my father, mother, grandfathers, grandmothers, and all my ancestors. I know I am only the continuation of this ancestral lineage. Please support, protect, and transmit to me your energy. I know wherever children and grandchildren are, ancestors are there, also. I know that parents always love and support their children and grandchildren, although they are not always able to express it skillfully because of difficulties they themselves encountered. I see that my ancestors tried to build a way of life based on gratitude, joy, confidence, respect, and loving kindness. As a continuation of my ancestors, I bow deeply and allow their energy to flow through me. I ask my ancestors for their support, protection, and strength.

[Three breaths][Bell]

[All stand up]

II

In gratitude, I bow to all generations of ancestors in my spiritual family.

[Bell]

[All touch the earth]

I see in myself my teachers, the ones who show me the way of love and understanding, the way to breathe, smile, forgive, and live deeply in the present moment. I see through my teachers all teachers over many generations and traditions, going back to the ones who began my spiritual family thousands of years ago. I see the Buddha or Christ or the patriarchs and matriarchs as my teachers, and also as my spiritual ancestors. I see that their energy and that of many generations of teachers has entered me and is creating peace, joy, understanding, and loving kindness in me. I know that the energy of these teachers has deeply transformed the world. Without the Buddha and all these spiritual ancestors, I would not know the way to practice to bring peace and happiness into my life and into the lives of my family and society. I open my heart and my body to receive the energy of understanding, loving kindness, and protection from the Awakened Ones, their teachings, and the community of practice over many generations. I am their continuation. I ask these spiritual ancestors to transmit to me their infinite source of energy, peace, stability, understanding, and love. I vow to practice to transform the suffering in myself and the world and to transmit their energy to future generations of practitioners. My spiritual ancestors may have had their own difficulties and not always been able to transmit the teachings, but I accept them as they are.

[Three breaths] [Bell]

[All stand up]

III

In gratitude, I bow to this land and all of the ancestors who made it available.

[Bell]

[All touch the earth]

I see that I am whole, protected, and nourished by this land and all of the living beings who have been here and made life easy and possible for me through all their efforts. I see [insert the names of ancestors appropriate for the country in which you are practicing] and all the others known and unknown. I see all those who have made this country a refuge for people of so many origins and colors, by their talent, perseverance, and love—those who have worked hard to build schools, hospitals, bridges, and roads, to protect human rights, to develop science and technology, and to fight for freedom and social justice. I see myself touching my ancestors of indigenous origin who have lived on this land for such a long time and known the ways to live in peace and harmony with nature, protecting the mountains, forests, animals, vegetation, and minerals of this land. I feel the energy of this land penetrating my body and soul, supporting and accepting me. I vow to cultivate and maintain this energy and transmit it to future generations. I vow to contribute my part in transforming the violence, hatred, and delusion that still lie deep in the collective consciousness of this society so that future generations will have more safety, joy, and peace. I ask this land for its protection and support.

[Three breaths][Bell]

[All stand up]

IV

In gratitude and compassion, I bow down and transmit my energy to those I love.

[Bell]

[All touch the earth]

All the energy I have received I now want to transmit to my father, my mother, everyone I love, all who have suffered and worried because of me and for my sake. I know I have not been mindful enough in my daily life. I also know that those who love me have had their own difficulties. They have suffered because they were not lucky enough to have an environment that encouraged their full development. I transmit my energy to my mother, my father, my brothers, my sisters, my beloved ones, my husband, my wife, my daughter, and my son so that their pain will be relieved, so they can smile and feel the joy of being alive. I want all of them to be healthy and joyful. I know that when they are happy, I will also be happy. I no longer feel resentment towards any of them. I pray that all ancestors in my blood and spiritual families will focus their energies toward each of them to protect and support them. I know that I am not separate from them. I am one with those I love.

[Three breaths][Bell]

[All stand up]

V

In understanding and compassion, I bow down to reconcile myself with all those who have made me suffer.

[Bell]

[All touch the earth]

I open my heart and send forth my energy of love and understanding to everyone who has made me suffer, to those who have destroyed much of my life and the lives of those I love. I know now that these people have themselves undergone a lot of suffering and that their hearts are overloaded with pain, anger, and hatred. I know that anyone who suffers that much will make those around him or her suffer. I know they may have been unlucky, never having the chance to be cared for and loved. Life and society have dealt them so many hardships. They have been wronged and abused. They have not been guided in the path of mindful living. They have accumulated wrong perceptions about life, about me, and about us. They have wronged us and the people we love. I pray to my ancestors in my blood and spiritual families to channel to these persons who have made us suffer the energy of love and protection so that their hearts will be able to receive the nectar of love and blossom like a flower. I pray that they can be transformed to experience the joy of living so that they will not continue to make themselves and others suffer. I see their suffering and do not want to hold any feelings of hatred or anger in myself toward them. I do not want them to suffer. I channel my energy of love and understanding to them and ask all my ancestors to help them.

[Three breaths][Bell]

[All stand up]






IX

The Three Earth-Touchings



I

Touching the Earth, I connect with ancestors and descendants of both my spiritual and my blood families.

[Bell]

[All touch the earth]

My spiritual ancestors include the Buddha, the Bodhisattvas, the noble Sangha of Buddha’s disciples, [insert names of others you would like to include], and my own spiritual teachers still alive or already passed away. They are present in me because they have transmitted to me seeds of peace, wisdom, love, and happiness. They have woken up in me my resource of understanding and compassion. When I look at my spiritual ancestors, I see those who are perfect in the practice of the mindfulness trainings, understanding, and compassion and those who are still imperfect. I accept them all because I see within myself shortcomings and weaknesses. Aware that my practice of the mindfulness trainings is not always perfect and that I am not always as understanding and compassionate as I would like to be, I open my heart and accept all my spiritual descendants. Some of my descendants practice the mindfulness trainings, understanding, and compassion in a way which invites confidence and respect, but there are also those who come across many difficulties and are constantly subject to ups and downs in their practice.

In the same way, I accept all my ancestors on my mother’s side and my father’s side of the family. I accept all their good qualities and their virtuous actions, and I also accept all their weaknesses. I open my heart and accept all my blood descendants with their good qualities, their talents, and also their weaknesses.

My spiritual ancestors, blood ancestors, spiritual descendants, and blood descendants are all part of me. I am them, and they are me. I do not have a separate self. All exist as part of a wonderful stream of life which is constantly moving.

[Three breaths][Bell]

[All stand up]

II

Touching the Earth, I connect with all people and all species that are alive at this moment in this world with me.

[Bell]

[All touch the earth]

I am one with the wonderful pattern of life that radiates out in all directions. I see the close connection between myself and others, how we share happiness and suffering. I am one with those who were born disabled or who have become disabled because of war, accident, or illness. I am one with those who are caught in a situation of war or oppression. I am one with those who find no happiness in family life, who have no roots and no peace of mind, who are hungry for understanding and love, and who are looking for something beautiful, wholesome, and true to embrace and to believe in. I am someone at the point of death who is very afraid and does not know what is going to happen. I am a child who lives in a place where there is miserable poverty and disease, whose legs and arms are like sticks and who has no future. I am also the manufacturer of bombs that are sold to poor countries. I am the frog swimming in the pond, and I am also the snake who needs the body of the frog to nourish its own body. I am the caterpillar or the ant that the bird is looking for to eat, and I am also the bird that is looking for the caterpillar or the ant. I am the forest that is being cut down. I am the rivers and the air that are being polluted, and I am also the person who cuts down the forest and pollutes the rivers and the air. I see myself in all species, and I see all species in me.

I am one with the great beings who have realized the truth of no birth and no death and are able to look at the forms of birth and death, happiness and suffering, with calm eyes. I am one with those people—who can be found a little bit everywhere—who have sufficient peace of mind, understanding and love, who are able to touch what is wonderful, nourishing, and healing, who also have the capacity to embrace the world with a heart of love and arms of caring action. I am someone who has enough peace, joy, and freedom and is able to offer fearlessness and joy to living beings around themselves. I see that I am not lonely and cut off. The love and the happiness of great beings on this planet help me not to sink in despair. They help me to live my life in a meaningful way, with true peace and happiness. I see them all in me, and I see myself in all of them.

[Three breaths]

[Bell]

[All stand up]

III

Touching the Earth, I let go of my idea that I am this body and my life span is limited.

[Bell]

[All touch the earth]

I see that this body, made up of the four elements, is not really me, and I am not limited by this body. I am part of a stream of life of spiritual and blood ancestors that for thousands of years has been flowing into the present and flows on for thousands of years into the future. I am one with my ancestors. I am one with all people and all species, whether they are peaceful and fearless or suffering and afraid. At this very moment, I am present everywhere on this planet. I am also present in the past and in the future. The disintegration of this body does not touch me, just as when the plum blossom falls, it does not mean the end of the plum tree. I see myself as a wave on the surface of the ocean. My nature is the ocean water. I see myself in all the other waves, and I see all the other waves in me. The appearance and disappearance of the form of the wave does not affect the ocean. My Dharma body and spiritual life are not subject to birth and death. I see the presence of myself before my body manifested and after my body has disintegrated. Even in this moment, I see how I exist elsewhere than in this body. Seventy or eighty years is not my life span. My life span, like the life span of a leaf or of a Buddha, is limitless. I have gone beyond the idea that I am a body that is separated in space and time from all other forms of life.

[Three breaths][Bell]

[All stand up]






X

Open the Road Wider



Translator’s note: Thích Nhất Hạnh wrote this poem on the occasion of Sister Chan Khong’s ordination as a bhikṣūṇī on Vulture Peak in India in 1988. It describes her practice up to that point and her motivation for becoming a nun. Many monks and nuns enjoy singing this when they welcome their younger brothers and sisters into the monastic Sangha.


Hair the color of precious wood

is now offered as incense.

Beauty returns to eternity.

How wondrous is awareness of impermanence!

Seeing life is a dream,

the True Mind resolves to set off on the path.

Having heard the sound of the rising tide,

you vow to step up into freedom.

The wind is soughing on Vulture Peak,

and your heart is no longer bound.

A song illumines the deep meaning—

immense is the fragrant path of lasting truth!

Before, you washed your hair with soapberry;

in the afternoon you let it fall loose and fragrant. 

This morning the pure nectar of compassion—

the unshakeable bodhicitta—bursts forth.

Your hands have practiced loving kindness,

sharing the joy of lasting purity.

For decades diligent in caring

always loyal in compassion.

This morning you have shed your hair completely,

and the path opens wide.

Vowing to end limitless afflictions,

your heart moves the whole universe.






Glossary

Akāliko.  Timeless, or outside of time, i.e., not dependent on or conditioned by time. 

Ancestral altar.  In Vietnam and other East Asian countries, it is traditional to have an altar for the ancestors in Buddhist temples as well as in the home.

Antarvāsa.  (antaravāsaka in Pali). The lower inner robe worn by a monk or a nun.

Áo vạt hò.  A simple short robe worn in the monastery in Vietnam to show respect to the Three Jewels. It is equivalent to the antarvāsa.

Bhikṣu.  A fully ordained monk who has received the higher precepts, usually after time as a novice monk.

Bhikṣūṇī.  A fully ordained nun who has received the higher precepts, usually after time as a novice nun and śikṣamāṇā.

Bodhi.  The understanding that can liberate us from our ignorance and suffering.

Bodhi tree.  The tree (Ficus religiosa) under which the Śākyamuni Buddha sat when he attained enlightenment.

Bodhicitta.  The heart and mind of awakening and love, the basic source of energy for a monastic.

Bodhisattva.  An awakened being who works to transform the suffering of all sentient beings.

Dhāraṇi.  A long verbal formula recited out loud or silently to help concentrate the mind and bring benefit.

Dharma doors.  Practices that bring us to an understanding of the Dharma. There are said to be 84,000 Dharma doors.

Dharma protector.  (護法) One who protects the practice and the teaching of the Buddhadharma.

Dharmācārya. (Dharma teacher). A monastic or layperson authorized to teach the Dharma.

Dharmakāya. (Dharma body). The teaching body of the Buddha, which in the Mahāyāna extended to the wonderful nature of all that is.

Era of the Semblance Dharma. There are three eras: 1. The Era of the Right Dharma, 2. The Era of the Semblance Dharma, 3. The Era of the End of the Dharma. The Era of the Semblance Dharma is the time when, in the Fourfold Sangha, there are still people who can realize the practice, but there are many who fail to do so.

Fine manners. (威儀, wei yi). The beautiful outer expression of the spiritual life of a monastic, embodied in refined and mindful actions of body, speech, and mind.

Five skandhas.  Body, feelings, perceptions, mental formations, and consciousness—the impermanent objects that we grasp at as “me,” “myself,” and “mine.”

Four Gratitudes.  The practice of gratitude towards parents, teachers, friends, and all beings in the animal, plant, and mineral worlds.

Fourfold Sangha.  The community of practice that lives in harmony and cultivates understanding, composed of monks, nuns, and lay male and female practitioners.

Garuḍa.  In the tradition, a golden-winged bird that was hunting a snake that hid under the Buddha’s robe, so the bird could not get to the snake. The Buddha said, “You shouldn’t eat the snake.” The garuḍa replied, “What will I eat if I can’t eat the snake?” The Buddha said, “Don’t worry, the monks can make an offering to you every day.” The gāthā to the garuḍa is recited as part of the formal meal in which we make offerings to all who are hungry.

Gāthā.  Short verses to memorize and recite—each line accompanied by an in-breath or an out-breath—during daily activities to help us return to the practice of mindfulness.

Half-lotus.  A stable position for sitting meditation where one leg is crossed with the foot on top of the thigh of the other leg, with the other foot tucked under.

Historical dimension.  The impermanent world of birth and death, where things have names, and there is space and time—the conventional, everyday world. Compare with ultimate dimension.

Interbeing.  The insight that all phenomena are interconnected and interdependent. This is equivalent to emptiness, i.e., empty of separate self-entity.

Karuṇā.  Compassion, which means understanding suffering and doing something to relieve it.

Kingdom of Heaven.  In Christian teaching, the best of all possible places, where God resides. Also referred to as the Kingdom of God.

Kinh hành.  The practice of walking meditation, usually but not always in the meditation hall.

Kṣitigarbha Bodhisattva.  The bodhisattva that makes the great vow to go into realms of suffering to save sentient beings.

Land of Great Happiness.  (Sukhāvatī). Traditionally associated with the Pure Land of Buddha Amitābha, in Plum Village we arrive in the Land of Great Happiness right here and now through practicing mindful breathing and walking. An environment with enough conditions for happiness, which we manifest as the fruit of our practice.

Lotus position.  A stable position for sitting meditation where the legs are crossed with each foot placed on the thigh of the other leg.

Lý Huệ Tông.  Lý Huệ Tông was the last king of the Lý dynasty who became a monk. One day, as he was pulling weeds in the temple ground, Trần Thủ Độ, a court official who tried to overthrow the Lý dynasty, came and said to him, “In weeding one needs to remove the weed, root and all!” Lý Huệ Tông understood that Trần Thủ Độ was going to have him disposed of, and so he pre-empted him by taking his own life.

Maitrī.  Loving kindness, understanding how and acting to bring true happiness to others.

Mālā or japamālā.  Rosary beads used for meditation.

Mantrayāna.  The mantra or “mind protector” vehicle, where the focus of practice is on reciting mantras and dhāraṇis.

Māra.  There are four kinds of Māra: the Māra of the aggregates, which arises when we are attached to the mind and the body; the Māra of the afflictions, which arises when we are overwhelmed by greed, hatred, or delusion; the Māra of death, which binds us to the cycle of birth and death; and Māra as a deity, which arises when we are tempted to leave the path of awakening.

Meditation School. (禪宗, chánzong). A major school of Buddhism, established in China around the sixth and seventh centuries, which focuses on the practice of meditation (dhyāna, 禪, chán) and continues, through various branches, to this day in China, Korea, Japan, Vietnam and around the world.

Merit.  Virtuous action, which ripens as happiness.

Muditā.  Joy.

Nāgapuṣpa.  The Dragon Flower Tree, under which the Maitreya Buddha is predicted to attain enlightenment.

Niṣīdana.  Sitting mat, one of the requisites of a monastic.

Noble Silence.  The practice of quieting speech and thought during a certain time of the day, most usually in the mornings and the evenings.

Noble Eightfold Path.  The path of happiness, which consists of the cultivation of Right View, Right Thought, Right Speech, Right Action, Right Livelihood, Right Diligence, Right Mindfulness, and Right Concentration.

Prabhūtaratna.  A former Buddha who made the vow that whenever a future Buddha proclaims the Lotus Sutra, he would appear in his stūpa in the sky.

Prajñāpāramita.  The insight that brings us to the other shore of suffering, just as a raft helps us to cross the flood of a river.

Prātimokṣa.  The precepts of a bhikṣu or bhikṣūṇī, recited once every two weeks. 

Princess Chiêu (Chiêu Hoàng).  The wife of Trần Thái Tông. See entry for Trần Thái Tông.

Pure Land. (淨土, jingtu).  A place with excellent conditions to practice to cultivate happiness. See Land of Great Happiness.

Radio NST.  Radio Non-Stop Thinking, introduced by Thích Nhất Hạnh as a metaphor for the constant dialogue in our head. We practice stopping this non-stop thinking during sitting and walking meditation so our mind can be calm and clear.

Right View.  One aspect of the Noble Eightfold Path. We cultivate Right View by letting go of attachments to ideas, concepts and points of view so that we can perceive directly, free from grasping. 

Sahā world (sahāloka).  The world we inhabit in which beings endure suffering. Through the practice of mindfulness in the present moment we turn this world into a Pure Land. See also Land of Great Happiness.

Śakyamuni Buddha.  The historical Buddha, who lived in the plain to the north of the Ganges River in the Śākya tribe, and went forth into homelessness, eventually attaining enlightenment under the Bodhi tree, teaching the Dharma, and building the Fourfold Sangha.

Samantabhadra Bodhisattva.  A bodhisattva known for skillful actions of body, speech and mind that relieve the sufferings of living beings.

Sandiṭṭhika.  What is present to us in our experience right now.

Sangha Jewel.  See Three Jewels, Fourfold Sangha.

Saṅghakarman.  A formal action of the community based on consensus through silence.

Saṅghāṭi.  The large outer robe of a monk or a nun, made up of nine to twenty-five patches that are modeled after the pattern of rice fields.

Saṃsāra.  See Three Realms of Saṃsāra.

Śāstra.  A commentary on a sūtra or detailed, systematic treatise on the Dharma.

Śikṣamāṇā.  A novice nun receives ordination as a śikṣamāṇā for a period before receiving the full precepts of a bhikṣūṇī. 

Six Harmonies.  Taught by the Buddha as guidelines for monastic community practice, the Six Harmonies are sharing space, sharing the essentials of daily life, observing the same precepts, using only words that contribute to harmony, sharing insights and understanding, and respecting each other’s viewpoints.

Small bell (khánh).  A bell, usually mounted on a stick, which is used to mark a change during a ceremony and is occasionally used for accompaniment during chanting.

Source Buddhism.  The earliest strata of the Buddha’s teachings, dating from the time of the Buddha to the first hundred or so years after the Buddha’s passing.

Stūpa.  A monument housing the relics (śarīra) of a Buddha or ancestral teacher.

Sūtra.  A discourse of the Buddha, teaching the Dharma.

Tathāgata.  An epithet of the Buddha that can be translated as “thus come one” or “thus gone one,” i.e., “the one who has come from/gone to suchness.”

Ten Titles of the Buddha.  (1) Buddha, (2) the Tathāgata (the one who has come from/goes to suchness), (3) Arhat (the one who is worthy of offering), (4) Samyaksaṃbuddha (the properly enlightened one), (5) perfected in wisdom and action, (6) the one who has happily crossed to the other shore, (7) knower of the world, (8) the highest charioteer training beings, (9) teacher of gods and man, and (10) the world-honored one.

Three Complexes.  The complex of inferiority comes from thinking we are lesser than others, the complex of superiority from thinking we are better than others, and the complex of equality from thinking we are equal to others.

Three Jewels or Three Precious Jewels.  The Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha.

Three Realms of Saṃsāra (traidhātuka, 三界).  The desire realm (kāmadhātu), the form realm (rūpadhātu), and the formless realm (ārūpyadhātu).

Trần Thái Tông. (1218–1277).  First king of the Trần dynasty. After a few years of marriage as king to Princess Chiêu (Chiêu Hoàng), as she had not given any child, his uncle and court official Trần Thủ Độ, impatient to instate the Trần dynasty, forced Chiêu Hoàng to become a concubine and had her elder sister, Lý Thuận Thiên, marry the king, as she was already three months pregnant by the king’s elder brother. Saddened by this event, he went to his teacher, Zen master Đạo Viên, to ask to become a monk. The master encouraged him to return to the throne and practice taking the wishes of the people as his own wishes and seeing the people as his own children. He taught that the king could still practice Buddhism while governing the country. Trần Thái Tông returned to his throne and with his practice, ruled the land with virtue and compassion. The Lý and Trần dynasties brought the most peace, harmony, and prosperity of any dynasty in the history of Vietnam.

Triangle situation.  A situation created when one person takes sides with others in order to oppose someone else.

Tripiṭaka.  The Buddhist canon, composed of “three baskets”: the sūtras, the vinaya, and the śāstras.

Từ Hiếu Monastery.  The root temple of the Plum Village tradition in Huế, Vietnam, where Thích Nhất Hạnh trained as a novice.

Twelve Links.  A formulation of the cycle of interdependent origination: each link is a condition for the next link to become manifest such that the cessation of any one link causes the cessation of the link dependent on it.

Twenty-Five Realms of Existence.  Realms into which living beings are born and die, including fourteen realms of desire, seven realms of form, and four realms of formlessness.

Udumbara flower.  Name of Ficus glomerata. As the flower of the fig tree is folded within the fruit, a legend developed saying that this tree flowers only once every three thousand years—signifying something exceedingly rare.

Ultimate dimension.  The unconditioned, beyond space and time. Compare with historical dimension.

Upādhyāya.  A bhikṣu of good conduct and at least ten years standing who can serve as preceptor in an ordination ceremony. A bhikṣūṇī in this role is an upādhyāyī.

Upekṣā.  Inclusivity or equanimity.

Uttarāsaṅga.  The outer robe that covers the inner robe, worn directly under the saṅghāṭi.

Vinaya.  The section of the Tripiṭaka on the ethical conduct of a monk or nun.

Vulture Peak (Gṛdhrakūṭa).  A peak near Rājagṛha where the Buddha enjoyed teaching a number of sūtras.

Wooden drum (mõ in Vietnamese).  A hollowed-out piece of wood, often in the shape of a fish, which is used to accompany chanting in ceremonies.
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About Thich Nhat Hanh

Thich Nhat Hanh is one of the most revered and influential teachers in the world today. Born in Vietnam in 1926, he has been a Zen Buddhist monk since the age of sixteen. Over seven decades of teaching, he has published over one hundred titles on meditation, mindfulness, and Engaged Buddhism, as well as poems, children’s stories, and commentaries on ancient Buddhist texts. Since his exile from Vietnam in 1966, he has been a pioneer in bringing Buddhism to the West, including founding the Plum Village Tradition of meditation practice, which today has ten monasteries and dozens of practice centers in the United States, Asia, and Europe, as well as over one thousand five hundred local mindfulness practice communities. He has built a thriving community of over seven hundred monks and nuns worldwide, who, together with his tens of thousands of lay students, apply his teachings on mindfulness, peace-making, and community-building in schools, workplaces, prisons, politics, and businesses throughout the world.
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THE THICH NHAT HANH FOUNDATION works to
continue the mindful teachings and practice of Zen
Master Thich Nhat Hanh, in order to foster peace and
transform suffering in all people, animals, plants, and
our planet. Through donations to the Foundation, thou-
sands of generous supporters ensure the continuation of
Plum Village practice centers and monastics around the
world, bring transformative practices to those who oth-
erwise would not be able to access them, support local
mindfulness initiatives, and bring humanitarian relief to
communities in crisis in Vietnam.

By becoming a supporter, you join many others who
want to learn and share these life-changing practices of
mindfulness, loving speech, deep listening, and compas-
sion for oneself, each other, and the planet.

For more information on how you can help support
mindfulness around the world, or to subscribe to the
Foundations monthly newsletter with teachings, news,
and global retreats, visit tnhforg.
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PALM LEAVES PREss aims to develop a complete
catalog of the scholarly works of Thich Nhat Hanh to
contribute to the study and practice of Engaged Bud-
dhism and Applied Buddhism, to share what spiritual
practice can offer to counteract social injustice and cli-
mate change, to develop a global ethic, and to facilitate
the awakening of the collective consciousness. Infused
with the rich tradition of Vietnamese Buddhism, Palm
Leaves Press's mission is to preserve Thich Nhat Hanh’s
legacy so his teachings can continue to nourish practi-

tioners now and for many generations in the future.
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THE MINDFULNESS BELL is ajournal of the art of mindful
living in the Plum Village tradition of Thich Nhat Hanh.
To subscribe or to see the worldwide directory of Sang-

has (local mindfulness groups), visit mindfulnessbell.org.
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Monastics and visitors practice the art of mindful living in
the radiion o Thich Nhat Hanh at our mindfalness practice
centers around the world. To reach any of these communities,
or for information about hov individuals, couples, and fami-

s can join in a retreat, please contact:
PLUM VILLAGE EUROPEAN INSTITUTE OF
33580 Diculivo, France APPLIED BUDDHISM
plumvillge.org 'D-51545 Walderdl, Germany
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P 30130 Thailand
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DEER PARK MONASTERY Bilpin, NSW 2755, Australia
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For information visit: plumvillagearg

To find an online sangha visit: pluniine.rg

For more resources, try the Plum Village app: plumvillae.app
Social media: @thichnhathanh @plumvillagefrance
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