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  INTRODUCTION


  OUR MINDS, OUR BODIES, AND THE SPACES WE LIVE in are all related. Our inner space and our peace of mind are affected by our outer space. The Buddha said, “The mind, through its action, is the chief architect of one’s own happiness and suffering.” It’s hard for the mind to be peaceful when the body is not in a physical space that’s peaceful.


  When we have a peaceful space, then we can come back to ourselves. That is the intention of sacred space. But we don’t need to wait until we can find a church, temple, mosque, synagogue, or other space designed for sacred contemplation. A small path, the edge of a sidewalk, a patch of grass, or a corner of our workspace will do. If we make space for contemplation and meditation right in our own homes, then peace and joy are always available to us.


  I was trained as an architect, to look at every space as having a particular intention. You can look at your home that way as well. You’re not setting it up for people to photograph, or for a magazine, but for yourself and your friends and family. It’s a space for human beings.


  When you look around your home, notice how each room—and each piece of furniture in each room—creates a certain feeling. Our built environment affects how we live and how we interact and are connected to others. So where we put things, what colors we paint, and the way we design our space should have intention. Wherever people put attention and purposefulness into how things are designed, there’s care and love in that space. We can feel and communicate with that care and love. We also communicate back with the space we are in. The intention of sacred space is to make room so we can return to ourselves and touch something deep within ourselves. It’s a wonderful way of communicating. So we need to be part of that communication. If we are not present, if we are on our cell phones or our minds are somewhere else, even the most beautiful place in the world is not sacred.


  When creating a sacred space, begin by noting the character the space already has. The space itself, your home, naturally has a message and intention. Acknowledge your environment and don’t try to force your space to become something it’s not. A dormitory, a loft, a Victorian home, or a bungalow all communicate different intentions. We can work with the natural feel of whatever our home is and see how much we can make out of it.


  Creating sacred space is not an abstract project you do only with your mind. You need to come and touch your space, and the objects within it, with your body. If you just design with the computer, that is what you’re going to get, a manifestation of something that’s limited with hard lines, and right angles, something exact. Put the paper down and play around in your space. Move and be a child.


  How you arrange a room is a very simple thing, but it demonstrates what is important to you. With a few simple practices, you can make a space in your home for meditation and renewal. You don’t need a lot of space; a corner will do. As long as it’s a peaceful open corner, reserved for mindful contemplation, it can transform your home.


  BROTHER PHAP DUNG
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  The key to creating a home meditation practice is to create a space where the busyness stops.


  
    
      
      
    

    
      	
        ONE

      

      	
        STOPPING

      
    

  


  WE TEND TO BE BUSY ALL DAY, AND WHEN WE COME home we continue to be busy. We cook; we clean; and we putter around. Or we are so tired of being busy that we want to do something mindless and easy, like watching a television show, or taking a nap. Then, we go back to being busy again.


  There is a way to feel refreshed and alert without being busy. All we need is a gentle reminder—a location, an image, or a sound—to help us return home to ourselves and pay attention to what is there inside us and around us. We can touch the present moment in all its fullness and joy if we simply have a place, and a way, to stop. Stopping the random progression of thoughts is the first step in our meditation practice.


  The key to creating a home meditation practice is to create a space where the busyness stops. When we stop and bring our mind back to our body, we can pay full attention to all that is happening in the present moment. We call this “mindfulness.” To be mindful means to be here, fully present, and fully alive, unencumbered by thoughts of the past or the future, our worries, or our projects. It is only when we stop that we can encounter life. When we stop, body and mind can reunite and then we can experience their oneness.


  By stopping the activities of our minds and bodies—by just sitting quietly, breathing in and out, being silent within, and releasing our tension and worry—we become more solid, more concentrated, and more intelligent. Now we can look deeply at what is happening inside and around us. Releasing our tension and worry allows us to focus on the happiness available to us right now, by allowing us to see that the conditions for our happiness are already present.


  The foundation of happiness is mindfulness. The basic condition for being happy is our awareness. If we’re not aware that we’re happy, we’re not really happy. When we’re having a toothache, we know that not having a toothache is a wonderful thing. Yet when we don’t have a toothache, we’re still not happy. A non-toothache is very pleasant. There are so many things that are enjoyable, but when we don’t practice mindfulness, we don’t appreciate them. When we practice mindfulness, we come to cherish these things and we learn how to protect them. By taking good care of the present moment, we take good care of the future. Working for peace in the future means finding peace in the present moment.


  It is our tendency in daily life to become goal oriented. We know where we want to go, and we are very focused on getting there. At times, this may be useful, but often we forget to enjoy ourselves along the way.


  Apranihita is a Sanskrit word meaning “wishlessness” or “aimlessness.” We don’t need to keep running after something, because everything is already here, within. Often we tell ourselves, “Don’t just sit there, do something!” But when we practice awareness, we discover that the opposite may be more helpful: “Don’t just do something, sit there!” We can train ourselves to stop from time to time throughout the day, to come back to the present and let go of our worries and preoccupations. When our minds and bodies are calm, we can see our situations more clearly and we know better what to do and what not to do. This is a good habit to develop.


  At first, “stopping” may seem like a kind of resistance to modern life, but it isn’t that. It’s not a reaction; it’s a way of life. The survival of humankind depends on our ability to stop rushing.


  Stopping is the first aspect of meditation. The second aspect is looking deeply. Once we have brought calm, peace, and joy into our bodies and minds, we can look into our difficulties to see their roots, bringing understanding and making transformation possible.


  Stopping gives us the space to observe our negative thinking without getting caught up in it; we call this mere recognition. Stopping also allows us to be in touch with what is positive and healing. The purpose of our practice is not to avoid life, but to experience and demonstrate that happiness in life is possible now and also in the future.


  We are so used to running around, even at home, that stopping is a hard habit to develop. Visual cues placed throughout the house can serve as gentle reminders that now is the perfect time to stop and be aware of the present moment. To help, you can write out these little poems, called gathas, and put them somewhere you can’t help but see them. Here are some gathas and suggestions of where to put them:


  For the bedside table:


  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 all beings with eyes of


  compassion.


  For the bathroom mirror:


  Brushing my teeth and rinsing my mouth,


  I vow to speak purely and lovingly.


  When my mouth is fragrant with right speech,


  a flower blooms in the garden of my heart.


  Near a vase of flowers:


  Water keeps the flower fresh.


  The flower and I are one.


  When the flower breathes, I breathe.


  When the flower smiles, I smile.


  By the garden:


  Water and sun


  green these plants.


  When the rain of compassion falls


  even a desert becomes an immense,


  green ocean.


  By the trash or recycling can:


  In the garbage, I see a rose.


  In the rose, I see the garbage.


  Everything is in transformation.


  Even permanence is impermanent.


  Near the cleaning supplies:


  As I clean


  this fresh, calm room,


  boundless joy


  and energy arise.


  By the broom:


  As I carefully sweep the ground


  of enlightenment,


  a tree of understanding springs up


  from the earth.


  Near the sink:


  Water flows from high in the mountains.


  Water runs deep in the Earth.


  Miraculously, water comes to us,


  and sustains all life.


  By the lightswitch:


  Forgetfulness is the darkness;


  mindfulness is the light.


  I bring awareness


  to shine upon all life.


  Near a sitting area:


  Feelings come and go


  like clouds in a windy sky.


  Conscious breathing


  is my anchor.


  Near the computer:


  The mind is like a computer


  with thousands of pages.


  I choose a world that is tranquil and calm,


  so that my joy will always be fresh.


  On the door of the breathing room:


  Entering the room,


  I see my true mind.


  I vow that once I sit down,


  all disturbances will stop.


  On the front door:


  I have arrived.


  I am home.
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  Even if you only stop and focus on your breathing for a few breaths, or for a minute or two, it’s very valuable.
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  WE CAN USE REMINDERS TO HELP US STOP DURING the day. When you’ve set up a reminder to help you stop—whether it’s an altar, the chimes of a clock, a bell, a sitting corner, or a picture on the wall—don’t forget to breathe. Some people even use the sound of birds singing, dogs barking, an airplane flying overhead, or a siren as reminders. You can hang a sign on the wall that says “Breathe” or download the sound of a bell to your computer or your phone, and set it to ring every so often. Even if you only stop and focus on your breathing for a few breaths, or for a minute or two, it’s very valuable.


  Mindful breathing brings your body and mind back together. Often in your daily life, your body may be here, but your mind is going in another direction. Your mindful breath is like a bridge, connecting body and mind. The moment when you breathe in, and are aware that you’re breathing in, you have begun to breathe mindfully. You can say to yourself as you breathe:


  Breathing in, I know I’m breathing in.

  Breathing out, I know I’m breathing out.


  When you breathe like this, you’re simply identifying the in-breath as in-breath, and the out-breath as out-breath. It’s simple, like a children’s game, and yet the outcome is great.


  Even though you’re paying attention to your breath, don’t labor it or try too hard. Allow your breath to flow easily and inaudibly. Breathing can and should be enjoyable! Paying attention to your breathing is a way for your body to relax. As you continue breathing with awareness, your breath naturally becomes deeper and slower. As you breathe, you can say to yourself:


  Breathing in,

  I’m aware of the tension in my body.

  Breathing out,

  I release all the tension in my body.


  In our busy society, it’s a great fortune to be able to sit and breathe consciously from time to time. Once we’ve begun practicing mindful breathing at home, we can practice it wherever we are, at any time throughout the day: while working, driving, or sitting on the bus.


  There are many exercises we can use to help us breathe consciously. Besides the short breathing in and out exercises, there are four-line gathas, or practice poems, that we can recite silently as we breathe:


  Breathing in, I calm my body.

  Breathing out, I smile.

  Dwelling in the present moment,

  I know this is a wonderful moment!


  “Breathing in, I calm my body.” Reciting this line is like drinking a glass of cool water on a hot day—you can feel the coolness permeate your body. When I breathe in and recite this line, I actually feel my breath calming my body and mind.


  “Breathing out, I smile.” A smile can relax hundreds of muscles in your face. A smile shows that you are in charge of yourself.


  “Dwelling in the present moment.” While I sit here, I don’t think of anything else. I sit here, and I know exactly where I am.


  “I know this is a wonderful moment.” It is a joy to sit, stable and at ease, and return to our breathing, our relaxed smiles, and our true nature. Our appointment with life is in the present moment. If we don’t have peace and joy right now, how can we have peace and joy tomorrow, or after tomorrow? What is preventing us from being happy right now? As we follow our breathing, we can say simply:


  Calming,

  Smiling,

  Present moment,

  Wonderful moment.


  While we practice conscious breathing, our thinking slows down, and we can give our minds and our bodies a real rest. When we continue breathing in and out this way for a few minutes, we become quite refreshed.
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  Sit just to enjoy your sitting; you don’t need to attain any goal. Each moment of sitting meditation brings you back to life.
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  ONE OF THE MOST IMPORTANT WAYS YOU CAN transform your home space is to make a place to sit. Creating a peaceful sitting area can transform the atmosphere of your whole house. This is also an important way to support your meditation practice. If we sit in the same place each day, it takes us less and less time to remember to stop and return to our breath. Here, in this place, our bodies and minds can help each other relax. Ideally, this place will be one set aside just for sitting and conscious breathing, not the same armchair you use for reading, or the couch where you sit with friends or family members.


  You can sit on the floor, if you are able, or on a chair. When sitting on the floor, it can be helpful to use a zafu, a meditation cushion. The zafu should be the right thickness and firmness for you to feel supported and comfortable. You may prefer to use two cushions or perhaps no cushion at all. Or, if sitting on a cushion is uncomfortable for your knees or lower back, you can use a seiza bench, a low meditation bench, which allows you to kneel while being supported. In whatever position you choose, try to keep your spine straight and your hands gently folded on your lap. If sitting is too painful for you, you can lie on your back with your legs as straight as possible, and your arms at your sides.


  If you’re quite flexible, you can sit in the lotus position. This is a very stable position in which each foot rests on top of the opposite thigh. Your knees should be touching the floor. In the half-lotus position, just one foot rests on top of the opposite thigh. Or you can simply sit cross-legged or in the chrysanthemum position, which is any position that is comfortable for you.


  The key point is stability. Find a position where you feel at peace in your body and your mind, and where you feel as if you can touch your happiness. Once you find a stable position, then you can sit for a long time.


  When you’ve settled in, you may say to yourself as you breathe:


  Breathing in, I see myself as a mountain.

  Breathing out, I feel solid.


  Sitting is an easy way to stop the body’s movement. And this helps to stop the constant movement of the mind. Sit just to enjoy your sitting; you don’t need to attain any goal. Each moment of sitting meditation brings you back to life.


  Sometimes you might think that to sit is very difficult. But when you’re able to stop and be at peace, then it’s very easy. Sitting forces your body to stop. If you can stop, first with your body, and then with your mind, you have some peace. Start by stopping the agitation in your body. Be stable in your body, and it can help you to be stable in your mind.


  Mindfulness contains concentration. Being present and aware is already concentration. Meditation means to keep our mindfulness and concentration alive. We can choose an object for our concentration. It may be one of the verses in this book; it may be a person or situation we want to understand better; or it may be a difficulty we’re having. Concentration contains insight, enabling us to see things in a new way, with more understanding and compassion.


  While sitting, I make almost no use of my intellect. I don’t try to analyze things or solve complex problems by thinking about them. Thinking requires strenuous mental work and makes us tired. This is not the case while resting in awareness, or recognizing thoughts and emotions that appear, or even when taking the time to look deeply into them. We have a tendency to think that meditation demands a great mobilization of gray matter, but that’s not really the case. Meditation is not hard labor. On the contrary, meditation rests the mind.


  Everything we see and experience is colored by our perceptions. Many of the perceptions we have about ourselves and about others are wrong perceptions. With stopping, calming, and looking deeply, we can break through our preconceived ideas and be in touch with things as they are.


  Our minds create everything. The majestic mountaintop, brilliant with snow, is you yourself when you contemplate it. Its existence depends on your awareness. When you close your eyes, as long as your mind is present, the mountain is there. If your eyes are closed, it’s so that your mind can see better. Sitting in meditation, with several sense-windows closed, you feel the presence of the whole universe because the mind is there.


  The sights and sounds of the world are not your enemies. They don’t have to be perceived as distractions. They can be part of the field of your awareness, or like birdsong in the background. Distraction only comes with forgetfulness, the absence of mindfulness.
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  If you have a breathing room, you have a sanctuary, a place where you can return to yourself and restore your sense of peace.
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  EVERY HOME, NO MATTER HOW SMALL, CAN HAVE A breathing room. We may have a room for everything else—a bathroom, a bedroom, a living room—but most of us don’t have a room for our own breathing and peace of mind. If you live in a one-room studio, or don’t have enough space to set aside a whole room, you can make a breathing space or a breathing corner.


  Your breathing room is a sacred place. You don’t need any furniture, maybe just a cushion or two, and perhaps an altar or a table with fresh flowers. If you want, you can have a bell to help you with the practice of stopping and mindful breathing.


  Think about the setup of this room or corner carefully. How much we enjoy being in a certain place very much depends on the energy that is generated within it. A room can be well decorated but feel cold and unfriendly; another can lack color and furniture but can feel simple, spacious, and comfortable. If you live with other people, you should all design and decorate this space together, perhaps with flowers, pebbles, or photographs. Don’t put a lot in the room. The most important elements are a place to sit and a feeling of peace.


  There needs to be an agreement in advance that everyone respects the breathing area. Once you’re in the breathing room or breathing corner, no one can shout at you anymore. You have immunity. When you hear members of your family in the breathing room, you can support them by lowering your own voice, or you might want to join them. If you’re very upset, you can restore your clarity by going to the breathing room.


  When you feel uneasy, sad, or angry, you can go into the breathing room, close the door, sit down, invite a sound of the bell—in the Zen tradition, we don’t say that we ring or strike the bell, instead we “invite” the bell with the “inviter” (usually a wooden stick)—and practice breathing mindfully. When you breathe like this for ten or fifteen minutes, you begin to feel better. Without such a room, you may not allow yourself to take a break, even in your own home. You may be restless, angry with others, or sad. If you spend even a few minutes in your breathing room, you can ease your suffering and better understand the source of your discomfort.


  Once I asked a young boy, “My child, when your parent speaks in anger, do you have any way to help them?” The child shook his head: “I don’t know what to do. I become very scared and try to run away.” The child had recently learned about the breathing room, so I said, “When an adult in your family is angry, you can invite your mother or father into the breathing room to breathe with you.”


  Whenever they need to, anyone in the household can go into the breathing room, invite the bell, and sit. This will help everyone in the house remember to breathe and to return to themselves.


  If you live alone, you still need to have a breathing room. Otherwise, you’ll have no separate place which facilitates coming home to yourself, and the house will be filled with your restlessness.


  Once you’ve gone into the breathing room, you’re protected from the frustration and anger inside you and around you. There’s no talking, no arguing or figuring things out in the breathing room. You just sit and breathe. If you have a breathing room, you have a sanctuary, a place you can always go in your home to return to yourself and restore your sense of peace.


  Your breathing room does not have to be the only room in the house where people are peaceful and quiet. Make your living room into a real living room, a room without a television or computer. Families can make an agreement that the living room is for being together, for enjoying each other, talking with each other, and really listening to each other. We can have the intention to make every room, every corner, a place that is peaceful where people have space to breathe.
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  The sound of the bell is a reminder to focus on our breathing and come back to ourselves.
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  IN THE BREATHING ROOM, IT’S WONDERFUL TO have a small bell. The sound of the bell is a reminder to focus on our breathing and come back to ourselves. In Buddhism, we say the sound of the bell is the voice of the Buddha, calling us to touch the joy and peace inside us. You might respond in the same way to church bells or other calls to prayer.


  You can invite the bell once to begin your meditation and once to end it. If you like, you may invite it during the meditation as well, as an invitation for your wandering mind to return home to your body.


  It’s also a good idea to keep a bell in a busy part of your home, such as by the dining room table or in the living room. Anyone can invite the bell when there’s a lot of noise or commotion, and everyone can agree that when they hear the bell, they will stop and take three mindful breaths before returning to what they were doing.


  In a group of people, whoever decides to invite the bell is the “bell master” at that moment. The bell master invites the bell mindfully, first touching it gently with the inviter to “wake it up” and then, breathing in and out, she invites a full sound of the bell.


  When you invite the bell, you can say these words to yourself, as you breathe in with the first line and out with the second:


  Listen, listen.

  This wonderful sound brings me back

  to my true home.


  When you listen to the bell deeply, in a relaxed way, you enjoy your breathing in and breathing out, and you enjoy the sound of the bell. You calm your body and your emotions, and you stop all thinking. If you practice breathing with the bell every day for ten, twenty, or thirty minutes, you will restore yourself—your peace, your joy, and your freedom. When breathing and listening to the bell, you touch deeply the fact that you are alive. To be alive is a wonder. Breathing is itself a miracle.
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  You can use the practice of the Cake in the Refrigerator to restore harmony.
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  THIS CAKE IS NOT MADE OF FLOUR AND SUGAR LIKE a sponge cake. This is a cake that you can keep eating, and it is never finished.


  As soon as the atmosphere in your home becomes tense, because children or adults are arguing or crying, you can use the practice of the Cake in the Refrigerator to restore harmony. First of all, breathe in and out three times and then say to the person you’re quarreling with (or to the people who are upset with each other): “I remember that we have a cake in the refrigerator.” Whether or not there is really a cake in the refrigerator doesn’t matter.


  Saying, “There is a cake in the refrigerator,” really means: “Let’s not make each other suffer anymore.” The cake is a useful tool to get people out of dangerous situations. Someone can go to the refrigerator and look for the cake (or for anything good to eat), and someone else can set up the plates and forks. This gives each person a reason to leave the argument and to take some space and breathe. As you open the refrigerator to take out the cake and boil the water to make the tea, you can follow your breathing and you will begin to feel lighter in body and spirit.


  While others prepare the tea and cake, the one who’s been upset has the opportunity to breathe in peace. They may then be ready to join the tea party in an atmosphere that’s light and full of understanding. If you have prepared some tea and a treat, and the other person is still not there, you can gently say, “Please, come and have some tea and cake with me.”


  Whether you use the practice of the Cake in the Refrigerator, inviting the bell, or being together in the breathing room, any time that the family spends practicing will increase the feelings of peace and harmony in your home. Being silent and breathing together will allow you all to absorb the feelings of love and peace in the room. No one needs to say anything more.


  Practicing together as a family gives us so many opportunities to grow in our capacity to understand and love each other. Each day, each moment, is an opportunity to begin anew, to open the doors of our hearts, and to practice together for the transformation and healing of our families, our world, and ourselves.
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  A home altar is a way to pay respect to our ancestors and the world around us. It reminds us that whatever we love is also within us.
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  IN YOUR BREATHING ROOM OR BREATHING CORNER, consider making an altar. On the altar in my hermitage in France are images of Buddha and Jesus, and every time I light incense, I’m in touch with both of them as my spiritual ancestors. When you touch someone who authentically represents a tradition, you touch not only his or her tradition, but you also touch your own.


  In East Asia, every home has a family altar. Whenever there’s an important event in the family, like the birth of a child, we offer incense and announce the news to our ancestors. If our son is about to go to college, we make an offering and announce that tomorrow our son will leave for college. When we return home after a long trip, the first thing we do is offer incense to our ancestors and announce that we are home.


  Putting pictures of our blood and spiritual ancestors on our altars helps us feel rooted. If we can find ways to cherish and develop our spiritual heritage, we feel more whole. Learning to touch deeply the jewels of our own tradition allows us to understand and appreciate the values of other traditions, and this benefits everyone.


  On your altar you can place a bell, or an incense holder, a small statue, one or two candles, flowers, or a small rock. Anything that feels important to you can be there. It’s important that each person who lives in your home feels a connection to the altar. If they’d like to add something, they might go for a walk in nature and come back with something that represents beauty, solidity, or goodness for them—perhaps a stone, a leaf, a pinecone, or a flower.


  If there are words that help to ground you, you can add them to the altar as well. Some people write the words from the breathing meditation:


  In, Out.

  Deep, Slow.

  Calm, Ease.

  Smile, Release.

  Present Moment, Wonderful Moment.


  You might enjoy writing down other key words that will stay with you easily and remind you to breathe mindfully throughout the day.


  Placing objects on an altar doesn’t mean we’re bowing to, or worshiping these things. For example, placing a statue of the Buddha on the altar is a reminder of our own capacity to be mindful, awake, loving, and accepting. Creating and maintaining a home altar is a way to pay respect to the world around us, our ancestors, and the natural world, and to remind us that whatever we love and respect is also within us.
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  To love is, first of all, to accept ourselves as we are.
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  METTA MEANS LOVING KINDNESS. TO LOVE IS, FIRST of all, to accept ourselves as we are. When we practice metta love, or meditation, we see the conditions that have caused us to be the way we are. This makes it easy for us to accept ourselves—our suffering and our happiness.


  When we practice stopping and breathing, we observe how much peace, happiness, and lightness we already have, and how much anger, irritation, fear, anxiety, and worry are there in us. As we become aware of our feelings, our self-understanding deepens. We see how our fears and lack of peace contribute to our unhappiness, and we see the value of loving ourselves and cultivating a heart of compassion.


  Sit still, calm your body and your breathing, and recite the meditation to yourself. Sitting still, you’re not too preoccupied with other matters, so you can look deeply at yourself as you are, cultivate your love for yourself, and determine the best ways to express this love in the world.


  May I be peaceful, happy, and light

  in body and spirit.


  May I be safe and free from injury.


  May I be free from anger, afflictions,

  fear, and anxiety.


  Begin practicing this love meditation on yourself, using the pronoun “I.” Until you’re able to love and care for yourself, you can’t be of much help to others. Then practice on others by replacing “I” with “he, she, or they,” first on someone you like, then on someone neutral to you, then on someone you love, and finally on someone the mere thought of whom makes you suffer.


  A human being is made of five elements: form (the body), feelings, perceptions, mental formations (ideas, notions, and thoughts), and consciousness. These elements are your territory, the space you occupy. To know the real situation within yourself, you have to know your own territory, including the elements within you that are at war with each other. In order to bring about harmony, reconciliation, and healing within, you have to understand yourself. Looking and listening deeply, surveying your territory, is the beginning of love meditation.


  If you like, you can continue the meditation using the following aspirations.


  May I be peaceful, happy, and light


  in body and spirit.


  May she be peaceful, happy, and light


  in body and spirit.


  May he be peaceful, happy, and light


  in body and spirit.


  May they be peaceful, happy, and light


  in body and spirit.


  May I be safe and free from injury.


  May she be safe and free from injury.


  May he be safe and free from injury.


  May they be safe and free from injury.


  May I be free from anger, afflictions,


  fear, and anxiety.


  May she be free from anger, afflictions,


  fear, and anxiety.


  May he be free from anger, afflictions,


  fear, and anxiety.


  May they be free from anger, afflictions,


  fear, and anxiety.


  May I learn to look at myself with the

  eyes of understanding and love.


  May he learn to look at himself with the

  eyes of understanding and love.


  May she learn to look at herself with the

  eyes of understanding and love.


  May they learn to look at themselves

  with the eyes of understanding and love.


  May I be able to recognize and touch the seeds

  of joy and happiness in myself.


  May he be able to recognize and touch the

  seeds of joy and happiness in himself.


  May she be able to recognize and touch the

  seeds of joy and happiness in herself.


  May they be able to recognize and touch the

  seeds of joy and happiness in themselves.


  May I learn to identify and see the sources


  of anger, craving, and delusion in myself.


  May he learn to identify and see the sources


  of anger, craving, and delusion in himself.


  May she learn to identify and see the sources


  of anger, craving, and delusion in herself.


  May they learn to identify and see the sources


  of anger, craving, and delusion in themselves.


  May I know how to nourish the seeds

  of joy in myself every day.


  May you know how to nourish the seeds

  of joy in yourself every day.


  May we know how to nourish the seeds

  of joy in ourselves every day.


  May I be able to live fresh, solid, and free.


  May you be able to live fresh, solid, and free.


  May we be able to live fresh, solid, and free.


  May I be free from attachment and


  aversion, but not be indifferent.


  May you be free from attachment and


  aversion, but not be indifferent.


  May we be free from attachment and


  aversion, but not be indifferent.


  We begin with an aspiration: “May I be. . .” Then we transcend the level of aspiration and look deeply with all our being in order to understand. The intention to love is not yet love. Looking deeply at ourselves and at another person or group, our aspiration to love will become a deep intention. Love will enter our thoughts, words, and actions, and we’ll become more peaceful, happy, and light in body and spirit.
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  Having the opportunity to sit and enjoy a wonderful meal is something precious.
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  MINDFUL EATING IS AN IMPORTANT PART OF OUR meditation practice—from chopping vegetables, to eating with awareness, to cleaning up. With mindfulness we can see that many elements—the rain, sunshine, earth, the labor of the farmers, drivers, food sellers, and the cook—have all come together to form each wonderful meal. When we eat in mindfulness, we can see that the entire universe is supporting our existence.


  Having the opportunity to sit and enjoy a wonderful meal is something precious, something not everyone has. Many people in the world are hungry. When I hold a bowl of rice or a piece of bread, I know that I am fortunate, and I feel compassion for all those who have no food to eat, or who are without friends or family. We can be aware of this right at our dinner table. Mindful eating can cultivate seeds of compassion and understanding. Those seeds can sprout and grow inside us and give us the determination to do something to help hungry and lonely people to be nourished.


  This plate of food,

  So fragrant and appetizing,

  Also contains much suffering.


  The kitchen should be a place of meditation. You might want to create a kitchen altar to remind yourself to practice mindfulness while cooking. It can be just a small shelf with enough room for an incense holder, a small flower vase, a beautiful stone, a small picture of an ancestor or a spiritual teacher, or a statue of the Buddha or a bodhisattva—whatever is most meaningful to you. When you come into the kitchen, you can begin your work by offering incense and practicing mindful breathing.


  While cooking, allow enough time so you don’t feel rushed. Be aware that you, and the people you’re cooking for, depend on this food. This awareness will help you to cook healthy food that’s infused with your love and mindfulness.


  When the food is on the table and everyone is seated, practice at least three mindful breaths before beginning to eat. You can say:


  Breathing in, I calm my body.

  Breathing out, I smile.


  If you’re eating alone, promise yourself just to eat and to be with the food, and not to read or listen to the radio during the meal. If you’re eating with others, take the time to really look at each of them and smile. Sitting at the table with other people is a chance to offer an authentic smile of friendship and understanding. It’s very easy, but not many people do it. To me, the most important part of the practice is to look at each person and smile. If people eating together cannot smile at each other, then something isn’t right.


  After breathing and smiling, look down at the food in a way that allows it to become real. This food reveals your connection with the Earth. Each bite contains the life of the sun and the Earth. The extent to which your food reveals itself depends on you. You can see and taste the whole universe in a piece of bread! Contemplating your food for a few seconds before eating, and eating in mindfulness, can bring you much happiness. You can say:


  In this food

  I see clearly the presence

  of the entire universe

  supporting my existence.


  When you’ve finished eating, take a few moments to notice that your bowl or plate is now empty and your hunger is satisfied. You can take a moment to be grateful that you have had this nourishing food to eat, supporting you on the path of love and understanding by saying:


  The plate is empty.

  My hunger is satisfied.

  I vow to live

  for the benefit of all beings.


  When you’re cleaning the kitchen or washing dishes, do it as if you’re washing a baby, and you can feel joy and peace radiate within and around you. You can say to yourself:


  Washing the dishes

  is like bathing a baby.

  The profane is the sacred.

  Everyday mind is enlightened mind.


  From time to time, you might want to try the practice of eating in silence, even if you’re eating with family or friends. Eating in silence allows us to see the preciousness of the food and our friends, as well as our close relationship with the Earth and all species. Every vegetable, every drop of water, every piece of bread contains in it the life of our planet and the whole cosmos. With each bite of food, we can taste the meaning and value of our life.


  The first time you eat in silence, it may seem awkward, but after you get used to it, silent meals can bring a lot of peace, joy, and insight. It’s like turning off the TV before eating. We “turn off” the talking sometimes in order to enjoy the food and the presence of one another.


  CONTEMPLATIONS BEFORE EATING


  ONE WAY TO REMEMBER TO EAT MINDFULLY IS TO read or recite the Five Contemplations or the Six Contemplations for Young People before beginning to eat. You can also write the contemplations on a poster or a card and post them where you can see them while you’re eating.


  THE FIVE CONTEMPLATIONS


  1This food is a gift of the whole universe, the earth, the sky, and much hard work.


  2May we eat in mindfulness so as to be worthy to receive it.


  3May we transform our unskillful states of mind and learn to eat in moderation.


  4May we take only foods that nourish us and prevent illness.


  5May we accept this food to realize the path of understanding and love.


  There is another version of the contemplations that families with children might enjoy using.


  THE SIX CONTEMPLATIONS FOR YOUNG PEOPLE


  1This food is the gift of the whole universe: The earth, the sky, the rain, and the sun.


  2We thank the people who have made this food, especially the farmers, the people at the market, and the cooks.


  3We only put on our plate as much food as we can eat.


  4We want to chew the food slowly so that we can enjoy it.


  5This food gives us energy to practice being more loving and understanding.


  6We eat this food in order to be healthy and happy, and to love each other as a family.
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  Deep relaxation nourishes you and allows you to rest.
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  OUR BEDS SHOULD BE PLACES OF REAL REST AND restoration, but often we think so much, we can’t relax and go to sleep. Of course thinking is important, but quite a lot of our thinking is useless. It’s as if, in our heads, each of us has a recording that is always running, day and night. We think of this, and we think of that, and it’s difficult to stop. With a recording, we can just press the stop button to create silence. But with our thinking, we don’t have a button. We may think and worry so much that we can’t sleep, or we may have nightmares. If we go to the doctor for some sleeping pills or tranquilizers, these may make the situation worse, because we don’t really rest during that kind of sleep, and if we continue using these drugs, we may become addicted.


  Instead, we can practice deep relaxation at night, either by reading a Deep Relaxation practice to ourselves, by listening to a recording of the exercise, or by saying it from memory.


  DEEP RELAXATION


  If you have trouble sleeping, deep relaxation can help. Lying awake on your bed, you may practice total relaxation as you follow your breathing in and out. Sometimes this can help you get to sleep. The practice is still very good even if you don’t sleep, because it nourishes you and allows you to rest.


  Using the imaginary ray of your mindfulness, scan your body, bringing attention to each part, embracing it, and sending love and care as you breathe in and out. If any part of the body needs healing, you can spend more time embracing and caring for that part with your loving awareness. You might want to make a personal recording of the exercise to follow as you practice.


  Progressing slowly through the practice, lie on your back with your arms at your sides. Make yourself comfortable and allow your body to relax. Become aware of the bed beneath you, and allow it to support you. Become aware of your breathing in and out, and of your abdomen rising and falling.


  Generating the energy of mindfulness, think about your eyes, and smile to them. Still having healthy eyes is a condition for happiness. Allow your eyes to relax. Let go of the tension in all the tiny muscles around your eyes. Send love and gratitude to your eyes. Say to yourself, silently:


  Breathing in, I’m aware of my eyes.

  Breathing out, I smile to my eyes.


  Breathing in, bring your awareness to your mouth. Breathing out, allow your mouth to relax. Release the tension in your jaw and throat. Let a gentle smile bloom on your lips, releasing the tension in your face.


  Breathing in, bring your awareness to your shoulders. Breathing out, allow your shoulders to relax and release any burden.


  With your energy of mindfulness, embrace your heart and smile to it. You have neglected your heart for a long time, by the way you have worked, eaten, and managed anxiety and stress. Your heart beats for you night and day. Embrace your heart with mindfulness and tenderness, reconciling and taking care of your heart. Say to yourself, quietly:


  Breathing in, I am aware of my heart.

  Breathing out, I smile to my heart.


  Breathing in, bring your awareness to your liver. Embrace your liver with tenderness, love, and compassion. Hold it with your mindfulness and your smile.


  Breathing in, bring your awareness to your legs, your ankles, your feet, and then your toes. Relax all of your muscles. You might enjoy wiggling your toes and letting the tension flow away.


  Breathing in and out, your whole body feels light, like duckweed floating on the water. You have nowhere to go, nothing to do. You are free as a cloud floating in the sky.


  Deep relaxation can be done at home every day, wherever you have the space to lie comfortably. When there’s not time to do the whole exercise, you can pick one or two parts of your body to focus on and practice relaxing.


  You can do deep relaxation at any time with members of your family. One person can lead the session using cues like those above. Once you’ve done the body scan and everyone is relaxed, the leader can play music or sing softly for a few minutes. After a few moments of silence the leader brings everyone’s awareness back to their breathing, and to their abdomens rising and falling. Next, they become aware of their arms and legs, perhaps moving them a little and stretching. Then, everyone gently rolls to one side and sits up, and when ready, they can slowly stand up.


  When we can rest, everything becomes easier. If our home is a place of rest, it becomes a sanctuary. I think, given all of the busyness around us, we need to practice deep relaxation every day. As adults and children, as teachers and students, as doctors and patients, as friends and colleagues, we all need a place to stop and rest. By turning our homes into places of practicing deep relaxation, stopping, breathing, and mindful living, we can rest, heal, and restore our well being to our bodies and minds and share this well-being with others. We can be our best.
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  ABOUT THICH NHAT HANH: ZEN MASTER, POET, AND ACTIVIST


  THICH NHAT HANH LIVES IN THE PLUM VILLAGE monastery and practice center in southwest France. Along with His Holiness the Dalai Lama, Nhat Hanh is considered one of the most influential teachers of Buddhism and a leading spokesperson for the Buddhist peace movement. He is a lifelong advocate for peace, human rights, and social justice.


  In all his teachings, Nhat Hanh places a high value on relating ancient wisdom to everyday life. “There is no enlightenment outside of everyday life,” he says. Being present in the moment is what will bring us happiness. By bringing one’s body and mind together in the present moment, we can experience peace and a unity with humanity and with all of life.


  Thich Nhat Hanh was born Nguyen Xuan Bao in 1926 in Central Vietnam during the harsh French colonial rule. At the age of sixteen, he entered the Zen monastery, Tu Hieu, just outside Hue, and began his training as a novice monk.


  After finishing his monastic training, Nhat Hanh went to Saigon where he became the editor of Vietnamese Buddhism, a journal that was inspirational for young Buddhists and peace activists.


  In 1954, Vietnam was divided into two countries and, with U.S. support, the Diem regime was established in the south. This was the beginning of the U.S. occupation and war.


  In 1963, Nhat Hanh was invited to study at Princeton and then to teach at Columbia University in New York. In 1964, he returned to Saigon where he founded the School of Youth for Social Service (SYSS), an example of what he would come to call “engaged Buddhism.” The SYSS trained dedicated young monks, nuns, and laypeople as social workers to bring relief to people during the war. They helped rebuild villages and relocate refugees, and they provided food, education, medical and legal assistance, and spiritual support to people whose lives had been shattered by the war. Many SYSS students were injured or killed.


  In 1966, Nhat Hanh founded the Tiep Hien Order, the Order of Interbeing. The order dedicates itself to the practice of Buddhism, mindfulness, social responsibility, and non violence. Two years later, Nhat Hanh traveled to the U.S. to inform people of the effects of the war and to call for peace. When word of his efforts reached Vietnam, he was refused permission to return home and he ultimately settled in France. Beginning in 1969, he represented the Buddhist Peace Delegation at the Paris peace talks between the U.S. and North Vietnam, where he gave voice to the great desire of ordinary Vietnamese people for peace and an end to the war. With the signing of the peace agreement and the end of the war in 1975, he had hoped to return home. But the new Vietnamese government still considered him an enemy because he hadn’t taken sides during the war, and so he was forced to remain in exile.


  In 1982, Nhat Hanh founded Plum Village, where monks, nuns, and laypeople from many countries live together year-round as a Sangha, or spiritual family. Living together, the community focuses on being the peace they would like to see in the world. The practice center also welcomes lay practitioners and families for stays of a week or more, bringing together people from all over the world. Palestinians and Israelis have come together at Plum Village each year for a special retreat called Peace Begins Here. Many U.S. veterans of the Vietnam War have also come to Plum Village or attended a retreat and discovered peace and resolution.


  In January 2005, for the first time in thirty-nine years, Nhat Hanh was allowed to return for a three-month visit to Vietnam. During that trip he gave teachings, met with old friends and colleagues as well as government leaders, and introduced Plum Village practices at a number of monasteries. This was followed by two more trips to Vietnam in 2007 and 2008. Nhat Hanh continues to write, give lectures, lead retreats, and connect people around the world to the practice of mindfulness.
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