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			Context

			The Miracle of Mindfulness, first published in 1974, began as a letter that Thich Nhat Hanh wrote to Brother Quang, a fellow practitioner of Buddhism who worked at the School of Youth for Social Service in South Vietnam, which Nhat Hanh founded before his exile in 1966.

			The Zen Master wrote the letter to encourage people at the school to continue the humanitarian work they were doing amid the great violence and treachery their countrymen faced each day. 

			This was at the height of the Vietnam War, and students from the institution were being attacked—some were even kidnapped and killed—for spreading their peaceful message. Thich Nhat Hanh wanted to encourage students at the school to maintain a sense of love and understanding while performing their mission of service to others.

			Decades since the original letter was written, many Western readers are familiar with the concepts of mindfulness and meditation, practice yoga, and are keen to learn methods that will help to improve their lives. Many studies have proven the health benefits of meditation, including reduction in stress, anxiety, and insomnia, and an increase in ability to focus.

			The Miracle of Mindfulness offers a straightforward approach for beginners who are interested in starting a meditation practice, with exercises, visualizations, personal stories, and beautiful metaphors. 

		

	
		
			Overview

			The hustle and bustle of modern-day Western life has made multitasking a necessity in order to get everything done. However, in order to truly enjoy life and live every moment to the fullest, we must slow down our minds and our bodies. 

			The Miracle of Mindfulness: An Introduction to the Practice of Meditation by Vietnamese Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh teaches how to do just that. The book shows how to do everything—from washing a dish to eating to taking a bath—with an acute awareness and appreciation.

			According to Nhat Hanh, this awareness starts with proper breathing. The Miracle of Mindfulness contains several breathing exercises that facilitate mindfulness and relaxation. In addition, the book explains how to train the mind to be at peace, even in the face of life challenges and negative thinking habits. Throughout, Nhat Hanh uses anecdotes to illustrate how these concepts can be applied to our day-to-day lives. 

		

	
		
			Summary

			Chapter One: The Essential Discipline

			Thich Nhat Hanh recalls a conversation he had with his friend, Allen, as they watched Allen’s rambunctious seven-year-old son, Joey, play around them. The two men discussed the hectic nature of family life and Allen revealed that he used to feel that the responsibilities of being a husband and a father didn’t leave him with enough time for himself and doing the activities he enjoys, such as reading and going for walks. However, he realized that the time he spends with his family is actually his time. Spending quality time with his newborn baby or his wife, or doing chores around the house, was a gift. When Allen came to this conclusion, he found that instead of feeling he had no time for himself, he knew he had “unlimited” time.

			Thich Nhat Hanh goes on to explain the importance of being present in everything one does, no matter how mundane it may seem. For example, washing dishes should not be seen as a chore to be completed quickly. One should wash their dishes with complete attention and awareness. 

			Similarly, one shouldn’t eat a tangerine by mindlessly plopping sections into our mouths and chewing without regard for what we’re eating. Nhat Hanh advises that when we eat the fruit, we should be one with what we’re doing. This is important because without this sense of mindfulness, one is not able to appreciate the miracle of life. When we are taken out of the present moment by thinking about the future or the past, we cannot truly live.

			When we are mindful and aware, we realize that everything we do, even chores and obligations to others, can be an enjoyable and treasured part of the day. 

			Chapter Two: The Miracle Is to Walk on Earth

			The first step toward living a life of mindfulness is to be able to focus your awareness. Nhat Hanh explains how the concept of mindfulness can be practiced when one takes a walk in nature because when we are conscious of and enjoy each step, we can be mindful of the miracle of beauty around us.

			If you can control your breathing, you can control your mind and the thoughts you allow yourself to entertain. 

			To control your breathing, work on extending the length of time you spend on inhalations and exhalations. Use a phrase to help count the length of your breaths. If your goal is to breathe in for a count of six, you may think a six-word phrase such as “My heart is now at peace.”  Similarly, if you’re trying to extend your breaths to a count of seven, seven-word phrases like “I walk on the new green earth” can help. If you are practicing breathing control while walking, consider one word for each step you take.

			Another way to control the breath is by counting it. As you take an inhalation, count one. Then as you exhale, count one. With each inhalation and exhalation, increase the number until you reach ten. After you’ve reached ten inhalations and exhalations, start counting at one again and continue. Do these counts with full awareness, focusing on each breath and number. Without this focus, it will be easy to lose count. If that happens, start over at one and remain conscious of what you’re doing.

			Being mindful is the process of living in the present moment, no matter what you’re doing. Proper breathing is the key to maintaining mindfulness because it helps to keep us in the present. When we are in this state, we can live in the moment instead of worrying about the past or the future. For beginners, practicing mindful breathing while lying down is recommended.

			Nhat Hanh says, “Breath is the bridge which connects life to consciousness, which unites your body to your thoughts. Whenever your mind becomes scattered, use your breath as the means to take hold of your mind again.” The skill of mindful breathing enables us to focus, and to appreciate every action we take.

			Chapter Three: A Day of Mindfulness

			In order to become accustomed to living a life of mindfulness, Thich Nhat Hanh suggests that beginners start by dedicating one day each week to practicing it, from the time you rise to the time you turn in at night. 

			During this day, practice focusing on your breathing and taking control of your thoughts. If household tasks are required, each should be completed in a relaxed, slow way. This will allow you to really become one with the work you’re doing. 

			Taking a bath for at least thirty minutes will help you feel refreshed. Talking should be kept to a minimum, but if you must speak, do so in a conscious way. Prepare meals with intention, and eat slowly, considering and experiencing each bite.

			Having a single day devoted to mindful living can, in time, shore up your skills and influence how you carry yourself throughout the week. 

			Chapter Four: The Pebble

			Although we need sleep to function, the nature of how we sleep—tossing and turning, muscles tensing, and dreaming—is not particularly restful. Meditation, however, can offer one total rest. 

			Learning how to sit properly during meditation is crucial to enter a restful state. You might try:

			
					The lotus position: placing the left foot on the right thigh and the right foot on the left thigh. 

					Half-lotus position: placing your left foot on your right thigh or the reverse.

					Sitting with your back straight and your head and neck aligned with your spine.

					Keeping your eyes open and concentrated on the space directly in front of you.

					Setting your mouth in a half-smile.

			

			Imagery can be useful in learning how to meditate. One exercise you can try is picturing a pebble as it is tossed into a river; then imagine yourself to be that small stone falling effortlessly to the earth below the surface of the water; imagine yourself letting go as the pebble does.

			As you sit in meditation, thoughts may still come to your mind, be they positive or negative. You should simply acknowledge each thought and let it go, so as to return to your mindful breathing.

			Mindfulness of the mind is the goal of meditation. Observe and acknowledge your thoughts, then release them, rather than chasing them away. 

			It is important to understand that building up a meditation practice takes time, but the reward may enable you to live a more peaceful and joyful life.

			Chapter Five: One Is All, All Is One—The Five Aggregates

			In Buddhism, consciousness is made up of five different elements for thinking about and understanding the world. These elements, known as the five aggregates, are bodily form (your body), feeling, perception, mental functioning, and consciousness. Note that consciousness is made up of all of the other four aggregates, and that each plays a part in how we understand ourselves and everything we encounter in the world. The five aggregates are also known as dharmas.

			When we meditate on the five aggregates, we strip away everything that separates us from the rest of the world—and this liberates us from suffering, fear, and dread. Focusing on each of the five dharmas helps you connect to the world, in a sense, because it offers a view of one’s self as self and one’s self as an object in the greater universe.

			To acknowledge the interdependence of all things in the universe may lead to positive feelings of liberation and empathy.

			In a discussion of life and death, Nhat Hanh offers a story from his own education when he was charged with meditating on a corpse. In short, to acknowledge what biologically happens to a body is to “look death in the face.” Life and death are interdependent; each is a part of the other. As your life is important, all lives are important.

			Chapter Six: The Almond Tree in Your Front Yard

			There are three facets of reality: “imagination, interdependence, and the nature of the ultimate perfection.” During meditation, one progresses through these concepts to shed the false views we’ve become accustomed to. This state is known as the nondiscrimination mind and it helps to liberate from the distinction between subjects and objects. 

			This allows one to enter into a communion with elements of nature, such as an almond tree: whole and true.

			A liberated mind is able to feel a greater sense of compassion, which is needed in order to meditate or perform acts of service. When in this state of mindfulness, one ceases to sit in judgment and instead focuses on being one’s best self—which will ultimately inspire others to do the same.

			When we meditate, we become more compassionate toward others and less judgmental.

			An exercise in recognition is recommended for beginners, whereby the practitioner considers all objects to be equal, and all feelings to carry the same weight. This sort of meditation has the power to “reveal” and “heal.” 

			Chapter Seven: Three Wondrous Answers

			Thich Nhat Hanh summarizes “The Emperor’s Three Questions,” a short story by Leo Tolstoy, in which an emperor wants to obtain the answers to three questions, in order to always be right:

			
					“What is the best time to do each thing?”

					“Who are the most important people to work with?”

					“What is the most important thing to do at all times?”

			

			After asking for guidance from his subjects and receiving unsatisfactory answers, the emperor decides to visit a hermit who lives on a mountain. While the emperor helped the old hermit work in his garden—with no answers to his three questions—a wounded man stumbled and collapsed in front of them. After the emperor saved the man’s life, the man revealed that he had been planning to kill the emperor to avenge his brother’s death. However, after the emperor saved his life, that was no longer a task he could do in good conscience.

			Thus, the emperor’s life was spared, due to his acts of compassion for the recluse and the man who was once an avowed enemy.

			The emperor still sought the answer to his three questions, and the hermit answered wisely: The most important thing to do with your time is whatever you are currently doing, the most important person is the person you are with in the moment, and the most important thing to do is act in the service of others.

		

	
		
			Exercises in Mindfulness

			In this section, Thich Nhat Hanh describes a number of different ways to incorporate mindfulness into your life. He shares tips on breathing techniques, taking a mindful bath, and contemplating interdependence, the self, and emptiness. 

			Half-smile: Forming a deliberate half-smile before you get out of bed, while inhaling and exhaling three times is a great way to begin your day.

			You can also practice the half-smile throughout the day, in recognition of a motionless object or being, or while enjoying music or when you become irritated.

			Letting Go: While lying down flat or sitting upright with your feet flat on the floor, breathe in and out while relaxing each of the muscles in your body. 

			Breathing Deeply: While horizontal, breathe in and out ten times, focusing on your exhalations, which should be longer than your inhalations.

			Walking Meditation: While breathing in a normal fashion, begin by walking slowly and count your steps in relation to the number of breaths you take. Then increase the length of your exhales by one footstep for ten breaths. Lengthen your exhale by one more footstep for twenty breaths.

			In the deep breathing technique, lie on your back and breathe in and out evenly. Pay attention to your stomach moving up and down. With each breath, fill your lungs with air and make sure the exhalation lasts longer than the inhalation. Do this for ten breaths.

			Focus on the Breath: While sitting or walking, count up to ten with the phrase, “I am inhaling, one” and “I am exhaling, one.” 

			While listening to music, or having a conversation, be aware of your “long, light, and even” breathing.

			While sitting or walking, begin by focusing on your normal breathing for three breaths, then lengthen your inhalation for three breaths, then be aware of your breath as it enters your body, travels into your lungs, and exits your body for twenty breaths.

			For a period of five to thirty minutes, focus on your breathing with the mantra, “I am breathing in and making the breath-body light and peaceful.” Feel and acknowledge how this brings joy and peace to your body and mind.

			Body Awareness: Wherever you are, be cognizant of your surroundings and of the position your body is in. Consider how your body is suited to what you are doing at that time and in that place.

			Mindfulness of Activity: Whether preparing a cup of hot tea or doing household chores or taking a bath, be aware of each step in the process, and each object you touch or tool you employ for the task at hand. Breathe gently and deeply as you go.

			Focus on You: While sitting with a childhood photo in front of you, focus on your breathing, in and out, twenty times. Then draw yourself to the image and consider yourself at that age, through the five dharmas for fifteen minutes: the bodily form (your body), feelings at that time, perceptions at that time, your intellectual level, and your consciousness. Maintaining your steady breathing, bring your mind to the present and consider the question “Who am I?” for ten minutes.

			For this visualization, sit in a dark space and imagine that you’re pointing away from yourself as a way to point to yourself. This will help make you feel at one with your surroundings, with nature, and with the greater universe.

			While lying down flat, visualize yourself bone by bone as a white skeleton, recognizing as you go that you are not your body; you are all of nature and the universe.

			While sitting, concentrate on the very beginning of your life; acknowledge the interrelatedness, that this is also the beginning of death, and that they are, essentially, one and the same.

			Loss of a Loved One: While lying down or sitting, visualize the person you have lost as a skeleton, while you are still in a body living in accord with the five aggregates; reflect on your relationship with that person in the past and in the present.

			Emptiness, an Exercise for Those Who’ve Completed the Five Previous Meditations: In a sitting position, think about emptiness in relation to the five dharmas, one at a time: bodily form (your body), feeling, perception, mental functioning, and consciousness. Consider them as clouds, changing shape as they move in the sky. Understand that they are empty, but also full of wonder; they are concepts, but also realities.

			Compassion in the Face of Hatred: While sitting with a half-smile, focus on your breath and then visualize the face of the person who has caused you pain or disappointment. Consider their features, physical and emotional. Imagine their motivations and which negative forces may have influenced their thoughts and choices. When you begin to feel compassion, you will begin to let go of your anger or suffering.

			Suffering of Others: Consider the pain of a specific individual or group, and focus on their suffering. Begin with bodily pain or illness, move on to pain caused by perceptions, and then mental functions, such as fear or hate. Continue this meditation until compassion arises in you, and you can commit to help the sick or the oppressed.

			Detachment: In a sitting position, consider a specific task or project that is meant to help a group or society. Meditate on its purpose and methods, and the beneficial intended outcome. Focus on the people involved as being equal, without ego and without sympathy.

			Another facet of detachment is in personal reflection: While sitting, consider your strengths and successes, noting how interdependency factors in to your accomplishments. This connects you with the universe around you. Then examine your personal deficiencies and where you have failed. Understand how failure is also part of a greater interdependent universe, and free yourself.

		

	
		
			Nhat Hanh: Seeing with the Eyes of Compassion

			In this essay by James Forest, Forest recalls his experiences travelling with Thich Nhat Hanh during a tour of the United States in 1968. Although the monk was well-received in most places, Forest remembers a hostile man in St. Louis who spoke to Nhat Hanh in a confrontational way. He did not respond in kind, but instead with compassion, which impressed everyone in the room.

			After the speech, Forest asked Nhat Hanh why he didn’t get angry with that man in the audience. He explained that because he was speaking on behalf of Vietnamese peasants, he had to show the audience who the people of his country are.

			This was a revelation for Forest because he says it was the first time he realized there was a connection between the breath and interactions with the outside world. Before Thich Nhat Hanh responded to this angry person, he took a deep breath. This showed Forest that the way people breathe can influence how they respond to someone else.

			Selection of Buddhist Sutras

			A collection of Buddhist Sutras addresses many of the themes discussed throughout The Miracle of Mindfulness. For example, “The Foundation of Mindfulness” by Satipatthana Sutta describes how to contemplate the body, feelings, and consciousness. And “The Discourse on Mindfulness of Breathing” by Anapanasati Sutta illustrates breathing exercises that can be done while considering the mind, the body, and feelings.

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“There are two ways to wash the dishes. The first is to wash the dishes in order to have clean dishes and the second is to wash the dishes in order to wash the dishes.” 

			This illustrates the difference between being present and not being present. If you wash the dishes only to have clean dishes, you are rushing through a task that you view as a nuisance. But if you are washing the dishes to wash the dishes, you are living in the moment. Thich Nhat Hanh points out that if you can’t be present when washing the teacup, you can’t be present when drinking the tea.

			“It was as if he hadn’t been eating the tangerine at all. If he had been eating anything, he was ‘eating’ his future plans.”

			When James Forest ate a tangerine, he was distracted and just popped pieces of the fruit into his mouth without chewing each piece. Thich Nhat Hanh explains that if you can’t focus on one section of a tangerine, you’re not going to appreciate the experience of eating it. Instead, you are eating the thoughts that are distracting you from the tangerine in your mouth.

			“People usually consider walking on water or in thin air a miracle. But I think the real miracle is not to walk either on water or in thin air, but to walk on earth.”

			When we take a walk while practicing mindfulness, we are enjoying everything about the process—breathing in the fresh air, feeling the sun beating down on our faces, hearing the birds sing, and watching the clouds float in the sky. In mindfulness, we need not look for otherworldly miracles, but should appreciate the wonders of the world around us and see the miraculous nature in all things. 

			“Joy and peace are the joy and peace possible in this very hour of sitting. If you cannot find it here, you won’t find it anywhere.”

			Time spent in meditation is designed to bring you peace and joy, so it’s important not to allow your thoughts to negatively affect the experience. Acknowledge your thoughts, but don’t run after them. Allow yourself to be still and let the peace in.

			“While practicing mindfulness, don’t be dominated by the distinction between good and evil, thus creating a battle within oneself.”

			It doesn’t matter if you’re having positive or negative thoughts. You should acknowledge all thoughts in the same way. When you don’t try to chase away negative thoughts, and you don’t let them bother you, they lose their power. It is then that you are able to let go and allow compassion and peace into your life.

			“Nothing should be treated more carefully than anything else.”

			Life is no greater than death, and good is no better than evil. Washing a teacup can be as joyful an experience as watching a sunset. Mindfulness helps us to understand that everything is important because everything is connected. Every feeling that we have, good or bad, is sacred and should be handled in the same way.

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					When Thich Nhat Hanh began studying at a monastery, there was no soap used to wash dishes. Instead, novice monks given this task were required to use ashes and rice or coconut husks to wash dishes.

					When we breathe, our inhalations are generally shorter than our exhalations. By practicing breathing exercises every day for about a month, inhalations and exhalations will even out.

					Breathing is a way to calm the mind, so if your thoughts are racing, ten to twenty minutes of mindful breathing will slow down your thoughts.

					It’s easier to sit for meditation on an empty stomach. A person who meditates while they’re digesting may fall asleep because their body is dedicating so much energy to digestion. However, meditation while hungry causes people to get too distracted to be mindful. Finding the right balance is key.

					When you smile, all of the muscles in your face relax.

					A study showed that when people played Mozart to their houseplants, they grew faster than usual, and tended to lean toward where the music was coming from.

					Thich Nhat Hanh developed a friendship with Martin Luther King Jr., who nominated the monk for the Nobel Prize for Peace.  

					The Engaged Buddhism movement was founded by Thich Nhat Hanh in response to the Vietnam War. 

					Thich Nhat Hanh knew he wanted to be a Buddhist monk at the age of seven. 

					More than 3 million books by Thich Nhat Hanh have been sold in the United States alone.

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word? 

			Bodhi spot: The sacred spot under a fig tree where Buddha sat when he achieved enlightenment.

			Half-lotus position: A sitting position for meditation where the left foot is placed on the right thigh or the right foot is placed on the left thigh. 

			Dharma: In the Buddhist tradition, this is a term for “objects of the mind,” also known as the five aggregates: bodily form (your body), feeling, perception, mental functioning, and consciousness. One may examine each of these—in order—when practicing meditation and mindfulness.

			Lotus position: A sitting position for meditation that involves placing the left foot on the right thigh and the right foot on the left thigh. 

			Machine thinking: Repeating a thought over and over again without consideration. It is the opposite of mindfulness.

			Mindfulness: The process of focusing the mind on the present. This should be done at all times, not just during a meditation. 

			Mindfulness of the mind: The recognition of the thoughts that you’re having. 

			Pure recognition: The process of recognizing something without judgment. 

			The five aggregates: The word for the five categories of dharmas: bodily form (your body), feeling, perception, mental functioning, and consciousness.

		

	
		
			About Thich Nhat Hanh

			Born in Vietnam in 1926, Zen Buddhist monk, poet, scholar, and activist Thich Nhat Hanh began his studies at Tu Hieu Temple when he was sixteen years old. During the Vietnam War, Nhat Hanh combined his dedication to Buddhism and his passion for service by starting the Engaged Buddhism movement, which emphasizes pacifism, civil disobedience, and the practice of mindfulness. As a result of his humanitarian work during the war, and his vocal opposition to the conflict, Nhat Hanh was exiled from his homeland in 1966.

			He studied at Princeton University and lectured at Columbia University in New York City and the Sorbonne in Paris, and has been an advocate for peace and compassion among people and nations his whole life.

			In 1982, Thich Nhat Hanh founded Plum Village, a Zen center and monastery in the south of France. Housing around 200 monks, Plum Village is the largest Buddhist monastery in the West. He also founded the School of Youth for Social Service and Van Hanh Buddhist University in Vietnam. Nhat Hanh has authored more than 100 books that have sold millions of copies worldwide.
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