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Introduction:

One Person’s Happiness

by THICH NHAT HANH

THE PRACTICE OF mindfulness is the practice of love itself. It would be very beneficial for a couple, before they moved in together, to each attend something I would like to create one day called The Institute for the Happiness of One Person. We would have a one-year program and only one course, entitled “Looking Deeply.” For a year, students would practice looking deeply inside themselves to discover all the flowers and compost that exists within them, of their own making and from their ancestors and society. Then, when they “graduated,” they would get a certificate saying they’re ready to move in with their loved one.

If people don’t take enough time to come to know themselves well and untie their internal knots, when they enter into a relationship with another person, their union will be difficult.

When we enter a relationship, we feel excitement, enthusiasm, and the willingness to explore, but often we don’t really understand ourselves or the other person very well yet. Living with someone twenty-four hours a day, we look, listen, and experience many things we couldn’t have seen or imagined before.

When we fall in love, we construct a beautiful image that we project onto our partner, and we may be a little shocked as our illusions disappear and we discover the reality of living with someone. Unless we know how to practice mindfulness together, looking deeply into ourselves and into our partner, we may find it difficult to sustain our love.

In Buddhist psychology, the word samyojana refers to internal formations, fetters, or knots. When someone says something unkind to us, for example, and we don’t understand why the person said it, we become irritated and a knot is tied inside. Lack of understanding is the basis for every internal knot. Practicing mindfulness, we can learn the skills of recognizing a knot the moment it is tied and finding ways to soon untie it.

It’s difficult for our mind to accept that it has negative feelings like anger, fear, and regret, so it finds ways to bury these feelings in remote areas of our consciousness. We create elaborate defense mechanisms to deny their existence, but these problematic feelings are always trying to surface. Internal formations need our full attention as soon as they form, while they are still loosely tied, so that the work of untying them will be easy. If we don’t untie our knots when they form, they will grow tighter and stronger.

The first step in dealing with unconscious internal formations is to try to bring them into awareness. We meditate and practice conscious breathing to gain access to them. They might reveal themselves as images, feelings, thoughts, words, or actions. We may notice a feeling of anxiety and ask, “Why did I feel so uncomfortable when she said that?” or “Why do I keep doing that?” or “Why did I hate that character in the movie so much?”

Observing ourselves closely can bring an internal formation into view. As we shine the light of our mindfulness on it, it begins to reveal its face. We may feel some resistance to continuing to look at it, but if we’ve developed the capacity to sit still and observe our feelings, the source of the knot will slowly reveal itself and give us clues about how to untie it. Practicing like this, we come to know our internal formations, and we make peace with ourselves.

When we live with another person, it’s very important that we practice this. To protect each other’s happiness, we must learn to transform the internal formations we produce as soon as they arise. One woman told me that three days after her wedding, she developed several large internal formations as a result of some things her husband did and said, and she kept them to herself for thirty years. She was afraid that if she told him, there would be a fight. How can we be happy like that, with no real communication? When we are not mindful in our daily life, we plant the seeds of suffering in the very person we love.

When two partners are not filled with too many knots, mindful living isn’t difficult. Together the couple can look at the misunderstanding that created a knot, and then untie it. For example, if you hear your husband exaggerating to his friends about something he did, you may feel a knot being tied inside you in the form of some disrespect for him. If you discuss it with him right away, you can come to a clear understanding, and the knot will be untied easily.

Practicing the art of mindful living together, we can help untie each other’s knots successfully. We will be able to see that other people, like us, have both flowers and compost inside, and we accept this. Our practice is to water the flowers in them, and not bring them more garbage. We avoid blaming and arguing. When we try to grow flowers in a garden, if the flowers don’t grow well, we don’t blame or argue with them. We ask ourselves what we can do to help them bloom. Your partner is a flower. If you take care of her well, she will grow beautifully. If you take care of her poorly, she will wither. To help a flower grow well, we must understand its nature. How much water does it need? How much sunshine? You look deeply into the flower that is you to see your true nature, and you look into the flower that is the other person to see her true nature.

“Suchness” is a Buddhist term that means true nature. Everything has its suchness; that is how we recognize it. An orange has its suchness; that is why we don’t confuse it with a lemon. In my community, we cook with propane gas, and we know its suchness. We know that it can be very dangerous. If it leaks into the room while we’re asleep and someone lights a match, it can kill us. But we also know that propane can help us cook a wonderful meal, and that is why we invite it into our house to live peacefully with us.

Releasing a Wrong Perception

I once heard a story of a patient in a mental hospital in Vietnam who seemed to be normal. He ate and talked like other people. But he believed that he was a kernel of corn, and every time he saw a chicken, he ran for his life. He didn’t know his suchness. He had a very wrong perception about himself. He was a human being, but he had the wrong perception that he was a kernel of corn in danger of being eaten by the chicken.

The doctor told him, “Sir, you are not a kernel of corn, you are a human being. You have hair, eyes, a nose, and arms.” He gave the patient a kind of lecture like that, and finally he asked, “Now, sir, can you tell me what you are?”

The man replied, “Doctor, I am a human being. I am not a kernel of corn.” The doctor was happy. He felt he had helped this patient a lot. But to be certain, he asked the man to repeat the sentence, “I am a human being, I am not a kernel of corn,” four hundred times a day and to write it on a piece of paper three hundred more times each day. The man became devoted to doing it, and he stopped going out at all. He just stayed in his room repeating and writing exactly what the doctor had prescribed.

A month later, the doctor came to see him, and the nurse reported, “He is doing very well. He stays inside and practices the exercises you gave him very diligently.”

The doctor asked, “Sir, how are things?”

“Very well, thank you, doctor.”

“Can you tell me what you are?”

“Oh yes, doctor. I am a human being. I am not a kernel of corn.”

The doctor was delighted. He said, “We will release you in a few days. Please come with me to my office.” But, while the doctor, nurse, and patient were walking together to the office, a chicken walked by, and the man ran away so quickly that the doctor couldn’t catch him. It was only after more than an hour that the nurse was able to bring him back to the office.

The doctor was unhappy. “You said you are a human being and not a kernel of corn. So why did you run away when you saw a chicken?” The man said, “Of course I know that I am a human being and not a kernel of corn. But how can I be sure the chicken knows?”

To meditate is to look deeply into the nature of things, including our own nature and the nature of the person in front of us. When we see the true nature of that person, we discover his or her difficulties, aspirations, suffering, and anxieties. We can sit down, hold our partner’s hand, look deeply at him or her, and say, “Darling, do I understand you enough? Do I understand your hope, your joy, your pain, your fear, your aspiration, your dreams? Do I water your seeds of suffering or happiness? I need to know in order to avoid making you suffer and to water more often your seeds of joy. Please tell me how I can best love you.” If we say this from the bottom of our heart, he or she may begin to cry, and that is a good sign. It means the door of communication may be opening up.

Loving speech is an important aspect of living mindfully. Every time the other person does something well, we should congratulate her to show our approval. This is especially true with children. We have to strengthen the self-esteem of our children. We have to appreciate and congratulate every good thing they say and do in order to help our children grow. We don’t want to take things for granted. If the other person manifests some talent or capacity to love and create happiness, we must be aware of it and express our appreciation. This is the way to water the seeds of happiness. Let us avoid saying discouraging things like, “I doubt that you can do this.” Instead, we can say, “This is difficult, darling, but I have faith you can do it.” This kind of talk makes the other person stronger.

When there’s a problem, if we’re calm enough, we can discuss it fully in a loving and gentle way. If we’re not calm enough, then we should refrain from speaking. We can just breathe mindfully for a while. If we like, we can practice walking meditation in the fresh air, looking at the trees, the clouds, or the river. Once we’re calm and capable of using the language of loving kindness, we can talk together. If, during our conversation, the feeling of irritation comes up again, we can stop and just breathe. This is mindfulness.

All of us need to change and grow. If we marry, we can make a promise to change and grow together, sharing the fruits of our practice. When we are happy as a couple, when understanding and harmony are there, it’s easy for us to extend our happiness and joy to many people.

For those of us who have been together ten or twenty years, this kind of practice is also relevant. You can also enroll in our Institute for the Happiness of One Person and continue to develop the practice of living in mindfulness and learning from each other. You may think you already know everything about your spouse, but that isn’t true. Physicists study one electron for many years and still don’t claim to understand everything about it. How can you think you know everything about one human being?

When things become too difficult, we tend to think of getting a divorce. Instead, I hope you will make an effort to preserve your union, to return to your spouse with more harmony and understanding. Many people have divorced three or four times, and they continue to make the same kinds of mistakes over and over again. If you can take the time to open the door of communication from your heart, and share lovingly your sufferings and dreams with one another, not only will the relationship flourish, your children and your community will also benefit from your efforts.

In Plum Village (and at the Institute for the Happiness of One Person, when it’s up and running), we practice Beginning Anew every week. In this practice, everyone in the community sits in a circle with a vase of fresh flowers in the center. Each of us follows our breathing as we wait for the facilitator to begin with a few opening remarks. Beginning Anew practice has four stages: “flower watering,” expressing regrets, expressing hurts and difficulties, and checking in and asking for more information. This practice helps prevent feelings of hurt from building up over many weeks and creates a safe way for everyone in the family or the community to communicate.

When one person is ready to speak, she joins her palms, and the others join their palms to acknowledge her right to speak. Then she stands, walks mindfully to the flowers, picks up the vase, and puts it down in front of her as she returns to her seat. When she speaks, her words reflect the freshness and beauty of the flowers before her.

First, we practice what we call flower watering. During flower watering, the speaker acknowledges the wholesome, wonderful qualities of the others. It’s important to note that this is not flattery; we always speak the honest truth. Everyone has some strong points that can be seen with awareness.

No one can interrupt the person holding the flower. She is allowed as much time as she needs to speak, and everyone else practices deep listening. If she also has things to share from the other three stages of Beginning Anew practice, she proceeds to do so. Whenever she finishes speaking, she stands up and mindfully returns the vase to the center of the room.

In the second part of the practice, we express our regrets for things we have said or done that may have hurt or disturbed others. It doesn’t take more than one thoughtless phrase to hurt someone. A session of Beginning Anew is an opportunity for us to recall some unmindful words or actions from earlier in the week and undo any knots that may have formed as a result.

In the third part, we express ways in which others have hurt us. Respectful, loving speech is crucial. We are speaking to help heal and strengthen the relationship, not harm it. We speak frankly, but we don’t want to be destructive.

Compassionate listening is possibly the most important part of the practice. When a person can sit among a circle of friends who are all practicing deep listening, his speech becomes more beautiful and more constructive. Everyone listens with the motivation to relieve the suffering of that person, not to judge or argue with him. We listen with all our attention. Even if we hear him say something that we know isn’t true, we continue to listen deeply so he can express his pain and release the tensions from within himself. If we answer back or correct him, the practice will not bear fruit. For the moment, we just listen. If we need to tell the other person that his perception was not correct, we can do that a few days later, privately and calmly. Then, at the next Beginning Anew session, he may share a regret for the misunderstanding and we will not have to say anything.

Lastly, there’s a chance to ask real questions and get more information. So often our suffering comes from inaccurate or insufficient information. Finding out what is going on with the other person and what is behind their actions can go a long way to repairing a relationship.

We may close the session with a song, or by holding hands with everyone in the circle and breathing for a minute. Sometimes we end with Hugging Meditation. If we have practiced correctly, we always feel lighter afterward, even if we have taken only a preliminary step toward healing. We now have confidence that, having begun, we can continue.

The practice of Beginning Anew dates back to the time of the Buddha. His communities of monks and nuns practiced this on the eve of every full moon and new moon.

Hugging Meditation, on the other hand, is something I invented. The first time I learned hugging was in Atlanta in 1966. A woman poet took me to the airport and then asked, “Is it all right to hug a Buddhist monk?” In my country, we’re not used to expressing ourselves that way in public, but I thought, “I am a Zen teacher. It should be no problem for me to do that.” So I said, “Why not?” and she hugged me, though I was rather stiff.

While on the plane, I decided that if I wanted to work with friends in the West, I would have to devise practices adapted to the culture of the West. That is why I invented Hugging Meditation. Hugging Meditation is a combination of East and West. The practice is about really hugging the other person, not doing it just for the sake of appearance, like quickly patting him on the back two or three times.

In Hugging Meditation, you begin by taking a few moments to look at the other person and realize how dear they are to you. Take three breaths, just looking at the other person and feeling their true presence.

As you open your arms to hug the other person, breathe consciously and hug with all your body, mind, and heart. “Breathing in, I know my dear one is here in my arms, alive. Breathing out, he is so precious to me.”

When you love someone, you want her to be happy. If she’s not happy, there’s no way you can be happy. Happiness is not an individual matter. True love requires deep understanding, seeing the depth of the other person’s darkness, pain, and suffering. If you don’t understand her, you can’t love her properly; your love will only cause her to suffer.

In Southeast Asia, many people are exceedingly fond of a big, spiky fruit called durian. You might even say they are addicted to it. Its smell is extremely strong, and when some people finish eating the fruit, they put the skin under their bed so they can continue to smell it. To others, including me, the smell of durian is horrendous.

One day when I was practicing chanting alone in my temple in Vietnam, on the altar there happened to be a durian that had been offered to the Buddha. I was trying to recite the Lotus Sutra, using the usual wooden drum and large bowl-shaped bell for accompaniment, but I couldn’t concentrate at all because of the smell of the durian. I finally decided to turn the bell upside-down to quarantine the durian so I could chant the sutra. After I finished, I bowed to the Buddha and liberated the durian. If you were to say to me, “I love you so much, I would like you to eat some of this special durian,” I would suffer. You love me, you want me to be happy, but you force me to eat durian. That would be an example of love without understanding. Your intention is good, but you don’t have the correct understanding.

Creating happiness is an art. If during your childhood, you saw your mother or father create happiness in your family, you probably were able to learn that skill. But, if your parents didn’t know how to create happiness in the family, you may not know how to do it. At the Institute for the Happiness of One Person, we will teach the art of making people happy. Living together is an art. Even with goodwill, you can make your partner quite unhappy. Art is the essence of life. We have to be artful in our speech and action. The substance of art is mindfulness.

When you first fall in love and you feel attached to the other person, that’s not yet real love. Real love means loving kindness and compassion, the kind of love that doesn’t have any conditions. You form a community of two in order to practice love—taking care of each other and helping your partner blossom. Through your love for each other, and learning the art of making one person happy, you also learn to offer your love for the whole of humanity and all beings.


Chapter 1

Beginning Anew

EVERYONE WANTS TO experience happiness and harmony in relationships with near and dear ones. As relationships are made up of imperfect human beings, you know misunderstandings are bound to happen from time to time. You also know that if you try to ignore or suppress your upset, sooner or later it will burst out all by itself and possibly destroy a connection you care about very much.

You might think the solution is therefore to go directly to the other person and frankly tell him your shock and upset at what he has said or done. The problem with this approach is that when you speak in the heat of the moment, and especially if other people are present, it can hurt him. He may fire back at you; and a little hurt may get inflicted on both sides every time you do it. If two people keep on inflicting many little mutual hurts like that week after week, even though each time it was not a big issue, knots are formed and grow bigger and bigger. You may not even notice it at first, but eventually you see your relationship is no longer inspiring, each one is silently avoiding the other and may find a more inspiring person to spend time with. The accumulation of many small issues can create an explosive situation later on, even causing relationships to break.

Beginning Anew is a concrete, four-step practice (five steps if you include Hugging Meditation) that gives us a way to clear up misunderstandings, heal our relationships, and reconcile with each other. Using conscious breathing, loving speech, and compassionate listening, we’re able to see people and situations with more clarity and allow our perceptions to better reflect reality.

1. Watering each other’s flowers

Refresh the relationship with a new look of appreciation. Try to find many qualities, talents, or actions, whether large or small, that others have done and acknowledge them. We call this part “watering the flower” in the person you’re speaking to; but it also trains you to be more attentive in daily life to the many small kindnesses and beauties of others around you, so it increases your own happiness as well.

2. Expressing regret

You show your concern about the fact that you may have said or done something, whether small or not so small, that was unskillful. For some reason, at the time it happened, you couldn’t or didn’t express your regret, so now you take that opportunity to show your care and concern in case the other person was hurt or irritated by it.

3. Checking in

Even if you think there is no problem at all, from time to time please check in with your loved ones to see if you might have missed something. You can say: “I just want to check in because I know sometimes things can happen that I don’t even notice. Have I hurt you or bothered you with any unskillful behavior lately?” “Did I do something that embarrassed you?” “Do I understand you enough, do I understand your deep aspirations and what you would most love to do?”

“Please open your heart and tell me. To love you well, I need to understand you, in order to help you fulfill your aspirations. I don’t want to just impose on you what I would like. If I happen to have done something that makes you a little bit unhappy, even if for you it was not an issue, please tell me that. I want to listen and to understand you better. If many small hurts from unskillful words or actions on my part build up inside you, it can be bad for you to keep them inside and it might even cause you to blow up in frustration one day. So please tell me these little hurts as soon as you can, peacefully.”

4. Expressing your hurt or anger

Please don’t try to do this when you’re still feeling shocked. Instead, first take the time you need, whether it’s a few hours or days, to restore your calm by paying attention only to your breathing. It’s not that you’re suppressing anything; you are protecting yourself from damaging something you cherish in a fit of anger. You promise yourself that when you’re in a more fresh and peaceful state, you will honestly tell the other person about your upset; but not now, when your face and your temper are still hot.

Meanwhile, after practicing mindful breathing and mindful walking to calm your body and mind, you can look into your perceptions of what happened. From time to time any one of us can be like that man who thought he was a kernel of corn. Maybe sometimes, just like him, you stick too much to your perception. Looking deeply into it, you may discover you’ve been harboring a rigid, wrong view of yourself, your partner, or your child, exactly like the man who thought he was a kernel of corn that might be eaten by a chicken. According to the Buddha, all our perceptions can only catch a part of the reality. We only see a part of our suchness, another person’s suchness, or the suchness of a relationship. We must train ourselves to be humble about our perceptions and open ourselves to learning more about the other side of the story.

After you have calmed down and looked deeply into the situation the best you can, if there are things you still don’t understand, then come to her. Don’t use hurtful, blaming words, but only express your sincere lack of understanding about why she acted in such a way that hurt you. You humbly express your wish to hear her side of the story, what it was that pushed her to speak or behave in such a way.

This practice is a kind of food for your relationship; please don’t neglect it. A relationship will die if it’s not nourished with the necessary food: deep listening to understand and be able to love what is not easy to accept, and also to learn to love what the other person loves. We need to practice Beginning Anew frequently, whether formally or formlessly, as an art of mindful living that refreshes our relationships and helps us to come closer to the suchness of ourselves and the people around us. If possible, please practice every day with yourself and your children, and every week with your partner or family, whether or not a problem has come up during that time.

Beginning Anew with Yourself

Any refreshing of a relationship must start with a refreshing of ourselves. To begin anew with ourselves, we try to start our day with ten to thirty minutes of mindfulness. Here is a gatha, or practice poem, I recite to myself upon waking:

       Waking up this morning,

       I smile.

       I thank life for giving me

       twenty-four brand new hours to live.

[image: ][image: ]  I smile to myself. Then I gently put my hands on my face to release any tensions in my forehead, my cheeks, my chin. I massage my head, my neck, and my whole body.

[image: ][image: ]  Then I sit still for ten minutes—not thinking about anything, not planning anything, just breathing in and out as I calm the tensions in my head, my face, my neck, my shoulders, my whole body. Breathing in and out, I release all irritations, worries, and plans. I restore my calm, clear mind at the start of my day.

[image: ][image: ]  I spend the next ten minutes making a plan for performing the tasks I have to do that day. Then I look more deeply into some of them. For example, my first task is rather easy: morning toilet. My second task is preparing and eating my breakfast. Task number three is cleaning my dishes and pots. Task four is to take some friends to the train station. Then there is task number five, which is more demanding: an important meeting with the prefecture about Plum Village. So I must look deeply into how to be successful at this meeting. For instance, I will collect certain documents, a book, some photos, so that I will be ready for the appointment that morning at 11 o’clock. As for the afternoon tasks, numbers six through ten, I’ll take a brief focused look at each task in order to be ready for them.

[image: ][image: ]  Tasks two and three: After leaving my sitting with these plans for the day, I then try to live deeply the rest of my day and be totally in the present moment with each task, not thinking of the past or of future work. For instance, while brushing my teeth, I don’t think about anything, I just enjoy the brushing, the toothpaste, and the cool water. Preparing my breakfast, I stay fully present with the bread, the oatmeal, the jam, and the fruit. I live deeply in the present moment while tasting my breakfast and I’m joyfully aware of the presence of those around the table who are eating with me. I don’t think of my next tasks, even the difficult work of planning for the 11 a.m. meeting, so that I don’t forget to enjoy my beloved ones who are sitting and having breakfast with me. When I’ve finished activity number two, eating and enjoying my breakfast, I begin number three, cleaning my dishes and pots in the present moment. I enjoy every movement of washing, as I hold and wash each dish with love and care.

[image: ][image: ]  Task four: I must bring some friends to the train station. I stay totally in the present moment with what I’m doing. I’m aware that the car is there, there’s enough gasoline, and my three friends are there who are going to the station. I buckle my seat belt, start the car, and drive mindfully, staying present and happy. I practice “stopping” (samatha in Sanskrit) in order to prevent my mind from becoming dispersed, so that I’m not carried away by other thoughts, such as how to go about preparing for task number five, visiting the prefecture for a meeting about Plum Village.

[image: ][image: ]  The whole morning I’ve been living in mindfulness—practicing samatha, keeping my mind joyfully in the present moment with my current task. I train myself to always live in the present moment, to remain very fresh for myself, for my work, and for my friends. From early morning, through performing tasks one through four, until the important task number five at 11 a.m., my mind will not be disturbed by any thinking like, “How can I convince these French authorities to see the beauty of the many activities of Plum Village that aren’t exactly ‘normal’ for them?!”

I live only in the present moment, keeping my mind calm so it becomes like a lake of still water. I have plenty of time and I use every opportunity to refresh myself and to touch my peace. Therefore, at 11 a.m. I am fresh and peaceful as I knock at the door of the office of those who need to know more about Plum Village. My face is fresh, my mind is serene and focused only on the people with whom I’m talking. Being here in the present moment, looking at each person’s face, I can see more clearly the way each person reacts. With my clear mind I try to see the roots of their doubts so I can use my best explanations and clarify the situation for them.

If you aren’t ready to refresh yourself with mindful living every day in the way I suggested, please try to have at least one day of mindfulness like that once a week. All day long, try to do every activity totally in the present moment, completely stopping dispersion, and trying to look at the situation from a new positive perspective. This is one day a week just for you, a quiet day. It would be easy to stuff this day full of other things, but you take this time for you as seriously as you would an important appointment with somebody else. After you see the benefits of such a day, you’ll want to make sure it happens regularly! In fact, it’s really not a burden to practice being mindful in everything you do. It won’t change your schedule. You won’t lose any time at all. Don’t worry about what will happen next. Just do one thing at a time.

Please don’t feel too badly if from time to time you forget and suddenly notice you’ve been carried away by forgetfulness. Being aware of your forgetfulness gives you another chance to practice. You can start by practicing for yourself to be truly present and mindful for half an hour or an hour. At any time of the day, whenever you notice that you are carried away in forgetfulness, not really there for what you’re doing, then stop your work and spend just five or ten minutes taking a walk outdoors to be fresh again. That walk is for renewing yourself, to experience life deeply in the present moment with the sunshine, the trees, and the plants. After that, you’ll feel calm and refreshed, which is the basic condition for Beginning Anew in your relationship with others.

Beginning Anew, Step by Step

Step One: Flower Watering

Flower watering has two parts: watering the flower in oneself and watering the flower in another person.

Watering the Flower in Ourselves

Flower watering is the best antidote for low self-esteem. Please don’t ever say, either to others or to yourself, that you have no value. Don’t hate yourself. Don’t unconsciously let a few cruel judgmental words you heard in your childhood, and which have been sleeping deep in your consciousness ever since, come up and keep passing judgment on you again and again. Maybe your big sister or brother shouted, “Alicia! You always make things worse!” Or one day when you came back home with a bad grade in math, your mother scolded you angrily, saying, “Stupid boy, you’ll never be even half as good as your cousin!” Since then you’ve let that sentence echo in your head and you keep saying to yourself, “I’m stupid, I’ll never be even half as good as my cousin!” Someone spoke these sentences to you in anger only one time. The person who spoke them has already forgotten them long ago and now she may silently appreciate you very much although she may not be used to verbally expressing her appreciation. But in your wounded mind, you keep bringing up those sentences from the past and repeating them to yourself many times over. Slowly this has become a habit, and it has brought about the sickness of low self-esteem. We can help heal this complex by Beginning Anew with ourselves as well as with others.

Don’t be influenced by the judgments of others who say you’re bad, you’re ugly, or you’re not good enough. You are wonderful as you are. Practice mindfulness to help yourself be happy, truthful, tolerant, and inclusive. People whose parents and siblings always criticized and judged them tend to have low self-esteem. Don’t let yourself be influenced by this. Look into the mirror, relax, and offer yourself a refreshing smile. Be yourself, fresh, smiling. Release any tensions. Let go of irritations. Train yourself to accept and love everything and everyone. You don’t need to buy fancy, expensive clothes. Just dress yourself decently. Remind yourself often to relax your face and smile naturally to the sunshine, the trees, the rain, and to the little flowers pushing up through the cracks in the sidewalk.

Watering the Flower in Others

This practice will refresh your relationships with those who live under the same roof or who work in the same office with you. The people around you have many talents and beauties that you may not have appreciated in the past. If you’re like many of us, after living or working together every day for several months or years, you slowly forget the value of those around you, and you only speak to them when they haven’t done what you wanted. You may take them for granted, totally forgetting to praise their talents, and only correcting and complaining about what’s wrong. It’s important to acknowledge the qualities of each person at least once a week, whether you do it individually with that person or in the presence of other family members or coworkers.

Step Two: Expressing Regrets

We express regret and ask forgiveness for whatever we may have done unskillfully or unmindfully.

Step Three: Checking In

Ask the other person whether he might be harboring any hurt or embarrassment caused by you, even if it’s something very small. You humbly request that he not hesitate to speak out, even if it’s a very little unhappiness concerning your behavior. You don’t want any accumulation of unhappinesses that may, down the road, cause him to explode in rage at you for a small incident you might unskillfully cause, simply because that incident is the tenth, twentieth, or thirtieth little hurt!

Step Four: Expressing Hurt or Anger

Tell the other person honestly about your hurt or anger, but not immediately. Wait until you are calm, and then speak to him in a humble way. Express to him that you cannot understand why he spoke or behaved in this way that hurt you so deeply.

Step Five: (Optional) Hugging Meditation

Hugging Meditation is a wonderful way to end a session of Beginning Anew. But be sure to do it only when it feels right to both of you.


Chapter 2

How Relationships Get Stuck

ACCORDING TO BUDDHIST psychology, the mind can be described as having two main parts. The upper part is what we call “mind consciousness.” It’s the part with which we listen to each other. The lower part is called “store consciousness,” alaya vijñana, or the unconscious mind, where all the experiences that have come in through the doors of our five sense organs and the sixth door, our mind consciousness, now reside in the form of sleeping seeds (bija in Sanskrit). The store consciousness contains all kinds of seeds.

The first category of seeds is the seeds that we inherit from our parents and previous generations of ancestors. For example, let’s say Ryan’s parents are successful in a big business and maybe they can’t understand why Ryan has always been so attracted to a career in music and he wants to be a violinist despite their strong opposition. It turns out that Ryan’s great uncle was a very talented musician and, thanks to that, Ryan has the seed of great skill in music. Or suppose you reflect on yourself. You may think “I know very well what I am like.” But in fact you only perceive twenty or thirty percent of who you are. In your store consciousness, there are many experiences and seeds transmitted by your ancestors that haven’t yet had a chance to manifest in you.

The second category of seeds is the seeds planted as a result of your life experiences up to now; we call them “newly planted seeds.” These seeds begin to be planted during the time we’re in our mother’s womb. We’ve received all the emotions our mother experienced during our time as a fetus.

From the time we were born, all our lived experiences have entered our store consciousness and condensed in the form of seeds. When external conditions water a particular seed, that seed will sprout up and manifest in mind consciousness as a mental formation. In Buddhist psychology, we count at least fifty-one mental formations, including joy, anger, sadness, craving, arrogance, doubt, love, fear, jealousy, compassion, loving kindness, equanimity, confusion, suspicion, hate, and mindfulness.

Perceptions

Perception is only one of the fifty-one formations in our mind, but it’s the most important in terms of its role in making us happy or sad, confused or enlightened.

The Buddha said that when you experience something with your senses, not one of these experiences is ever lost; they are all logged in your store consciousness. Suppose a visitor to Plum Village named Annabelle met with me and as a result received a number of sense impressions from the sound of my voice, the appearance of my clothing, my eye or skin color. In Annabelle’s mind, a perception of me has formed. Suppose another visitor, named Brigitte, had experiences with other Buddhist nuns in Asia so that when Brigitte met with me, her store consciousness already had a strong impression of what a Buddhist nun might be like. So Brigitte constructs in her mind a perception about me that’s quite different from Annabelle’s perception.

When seven hundred people sitting in a hall listen to me give a talk, they will have seven hundred different perceptions about me. When the September 11 attacks occurred, three hundred million Americans had three hundred million different perceptions of the experience, according to the seeds they already had in their store consciousness about the world, about terrorism, about Islam, and so on.

Constructions of Our Mind

When you fall in love with someone, you fall in love with your perception of him or her, not with his reality, not with her suchness, not yet. Each person has her own series of life experiences, condensed in the form of seeds in her store consciousness, which she has carried into adulthood. If, upon meeting someone, she is unconsciously reminded of the characteristics of several sweet persons from her childhood, the now grown-up child may fall in love right away. Seeing that man or that woman, she cannot resist. She immediately has a feeling of sympathy with that person who triggers the old images that have been lying in her store consciousness. So please be aware that when you love or hate someone at first sight, a large part of it is really a sweet memory or a suffering memory you’ve retained unconsciously; the larger reality of that person could be totally different.

Maybe there was someone in your childhood who bullied you or criticized you a lot. When you see someone who physically resembles this person, who has the same way of walking or talking, or perhaps the same coloring, you may immediately and unconsciously have an aversion to her.

The opposite can happen as well. If you meet a person who reminds you of someone you loved or who loved you when you were a child, you may find yourself particularly drawn to that person. When you fall in love and decide to move in and live with someone, be prepared for the fact that you’ve only fallen in love with a perception of him, but not his reality yet. The practice of Beginning Anew will help your perception come closer to the true suchness of the person you love, to who they really are rather than to who you thought they were according to your initial perception.

This is the reason the Buddha reminds us that our perceptions are illusory; we only perceive part of an event or part of a person, and yet we’re so certain that he is totally like that perception we have of him. In fact we fell in love with that one part that we perceived, and the other parts are only what our mind has constructed about him. You might even jump to the conclusion that he’s been deceiving you when you find out that other aspects of him are different from the way you had imagined! Most conflicts come from mutual wrong perceptions, mutual incomplete views of each other. When you see a person for the first time, you have a perception, a construction that your mind created from the seeds in your store consciousness. A mental construction is always an incomplete view, not the full reality.

The Buddha said that when you’re not an enlightened person, you perceive a person, a tree, a mountain, a river, or an event according to the seeds you received in your store consciousness. You’re like one of a group of blind persons perceiving an elephant for the first time. The first person touches the legs of the elephant, and she is sure that an elephant is just like four pillars. But the next person, who touches an ear, is certain that the elephant looks like a flat, soft piece of carpet. The two people proceed to have a debate about what an elephant is like. We have to be very humble about our views. Our view of something is just a perception, and all perceptions are incomplete and are not the whole reality of an object, a situation, or an event.

Illustration One

Karin falls in love with Heinrich. In fact, she falls in love with her own mind’s painting, a mental construction about the young man named Heinrich. Her perception about Heinrich is partially correct; it does reflect one part of the reality of her beloved. But Karin’s perception about Heinrich is also based on experiences she had when she was a child.

Perhaps when Karin was a baby, in the midst of a turbulent family atmosphere, there was a sweet young boy, the son of her aunt, who came to play with her. He had brown hair and joyful, dark eyes. Later on, when Karin is a young woman, she sees someone whose hair and eyes are like that, and even though she had totally forgotten that sweet cousin of her babyhood, her heart feels so warm right away. “That is the man I’ve been waiting for all my life.” But Karin really only perceives ten or twenty percent of his reality.

After they get married, as they get to know each other more, she may come to see his other characteristics that are quite different from what she expected, and she may be shocked. Karin may even believe that Heinrich misled her.

Beginning Anew is a way you can learn to see deeply into and accept your beloved as he is, without forcing him to change according to your liking. He has many reasons to be the way he is, and they may be beautiful reasons if you see the bigger picture.

Illustration Two

Tuan, a Frenchman with Vietnamese ancestors, and his French girlfriend Nathalie seemed very much in love. We never saw Tuan without Nathalie or Nathalie without Tuan. They played violin together; they went to medical school together. Then one day, Nathalie came to Plum Village alone and was very sad. She said that she had been very hurt by Tuan and was breaking up with him. The previous Saturday they had gone to the beach for a morning jog and swim before having breakfast together. Tuan had prepared two wonderful sandwiches Saigon style with mayonnaise, soysage (vegetarian sausage), cucumber, cornichon pickle, and some slices of green pepper. They ate the sandwiches while sitting on a bench at the beach.

When Nathalie got to the last bit of her sandwich, she had about three centimeters of bread left with no mayonnaise, cucumber, or soysage on it, so she threw it into the garbage can. Tuan tried unsuccessfully to catch it before it went in; then he looked at her with an unkind and judgmental glare that Nathalie said had shocked her. “I was so hurt,” she told me. “His look last Saturday also reminded me of many other small shocks I’ve gotten from him.

“On the one-year anniversary of our meeting, he invited me for dinner to a Vietnamese restaurant. I ordered a bowl of pho soup, three spring rolls, a seaweed salad, and three Viet banh cuon crepes. He ordered three dishes of his own. He finished the three dishes he had ordered, but for my part, after eating half the bowl of pho and one spring roll I couldn’t even finish my favorite banh cuon crepes. Tuan helped by finishing the rest of my pho, my other two spring rolls, my banh cuon, and my seaweed salad. The table was clean when we left!

“The next time, we ate out at an Italian restaurant and we also ordered our favorite dishes. But when Tuan had finished everything he’d ordered, although he was quite full, he continued eating to finish the rest of what I’d ordered. I felt embarrassed, but I tolerated it. But then this Saturday he looked at me like I had stolen something from him—just three centimeters of bread with zero mayonnaise or anything on it! His money is more important to him than I am. He’s just a stingy man.”

I counseled Nathalie, “That could be a wrong perception. Next Saturday, the two of you can come here and refresh your relationship by practicing Beginning Anew. Give me Tuan’s phone number. I will invite Tuan to come, and I’ll teach you both about renewing your relationship.”

They came and met me in Plum Village. I asked Nathalie to express her appreciations for Tuan and the reasons why she had chosen him instead of the other young men in medical school. After that, she could say what had happened for her at the beach, how she felt deeply hurt, but without passing any judgment on Tuan. She needed to be humble about her perception of Tuan’s behavior and show her desire to better understand her beloved friend Tuan.

Tuan kept silent for a while. Then he decided to reveal a wound that he had never had spoken of to any of his friends in France. He said, “Dear Nathalie, you know that my father was a physician in Vietnam and that, thanks to my uncle, we could emigrate to France. But you don’t know that back there in 1975, when I was six years old, the Communists from the North took over the South and my father was arrested for having worked as a physician in the Special Forces of the anticommunist army. If our family had disobeyed the new regime and had not agreed to give up all the rental properties we’d inherited from our grandpa, there would have been no hope of my father ever being released back to us.

“My mother, my two sisters, and I were also forced to move to one of the new ‘Economic Zones’—a remote area in the jungle with no road. The authorities gave us a few sacks of rice and a shelter with only a roof—no wall, bed, or kitchen. Although Mom still had some money hidden away, it wasn’t easy to go to the market to buy food because there was no road and no public transportation like a bus, a train, or even a taxi. There were days when we were really hungry but we had no way to go out to a nearby town.

“Seeing my sisters and me hungry like that, our mother cried and said, ‘Now we’re receiving the fruit of our karma for having wasted food in the past. Do you remember how you would eat half a bowl of pho or hu tieu soup, and the other half you would throw away? You never finished your rice. You would eat half your sandwich and throw the other half away.’

“From that day on, our family has never wasted food. During the last tsunami in Sri Lanka, your family gave the Red Cross only fifty Euros. Our family had just arrived in France and Mom had no job yet, but we gave five hundred Euros to the Red Cross.”

Hearing that, Nathalie was so moved and impressed. She saw that her heart was as small as a peanut while Tuan’s family is really a precious source of generosity. The wide horizon of Tuan’s store consciousness was opened up and revealed to her. Her love and admiration for Tuan continues to grow.

Illustration Three

When you introduce your boyfriend to your family, you want them to see the beauty you see in him. Instead, your mother may only see what she thinks of as the laziness in him if he doesn’t offer to help wash dishes after dinner. But perhaps his parents taught him that it was rude to intrude in someone else’s kitchen without permission. Without looking deeply, it is easy to judge an action as representing the whole of a person’s personality or character when in fact you are only seeing a small part of who they are.

The practice for you is not to make assumptions about the reasons for his behavior and not to criticize him strongly like your mother does. Breathe and calm yourself. Then come and ask him gently and express your lack of understanding about why he doesn’t help in the kitchen. Then he’ll have a chance to explain that he was educated not to intrude in the kitchen of a new family.

Handling Misperceptions

One of the best-known Buddhist teachings about the illusory nature of perceptions is the example in which a rope in the road appears to you to be a snake. The opposite can also happen, when a real snake is actually there but you perceive it to be only a rope.

Perhaps you sometimes get upset at the things one of your coworkers says. It really seems to you that she’s trying to insult you. You think she’s arrogant, and over time you have come to hate her. However, if you let go of your reaction, find more peace and stillness inside, and observe her on other occasions, you may see that she’s not arrogant, that she only speaks her mind too quickly and in an unskillful way. You had only been seeing one small part of the picture.

If you feel irritated by someone and you don’t want to be around that person, your irritation may be based on an incomplete or incorrect perception. You may think someone is trying to steal something from you, or is saying bad things about you, but you may be wrong. If you behave unkindly to that person, you’ll escalate the situation. You might even create the very situation you’d thought was already happening, when in reality it wasn’t. You start by making unkind comments, and then the other person makes unkind comments, and the mutual hurts multiply. You might say, “That person is bad,” when he may be a very good person, and you could see this if you had more calm. Misperceptions always lead us in the wrong direction.

When you have an idea about somebody, the first thing to remember is you need to be very humble about your perception. You could say to yourself, “I’m not sure, but I think that she’s not very smart,” or, “I think he’s lazy, but maybe I need to take more time to look deeper and understand him better.” Don’t rush to a conclusion. It could be a misperception, an erroneous construction of your mind. Maybe he isn’t like that.

On another occasion, when you’re feeling more peaceful and he is also more peaceful, you can approach him in a kind way and say, “The day you spoke and behaved like that, it shocked me and I felt hurt. But maybe there’s some reason you acted like that. Please tell me. I need to know more so I understand you better.” When you ask in a humble way like that, he has an opportunity to explain the situation to you. Then you may realize, “Ah, he’s not bad like I thought he was.” This allows you to discover in what way your mental construction was wrong.

By being humble about our perceptions, we can resolve many difficulties in our relationships. Any conflicts that arise may well be based on a wrong perception.

Your Sons and Daughters

Please don’t ever proclaim, “I know my son (or my daughter) perfectly well, from A to Z.” Most likely, you only partly know your child. We have to be patient, loving, and curious when it comes to the way we perceive our children.

When you get angry or upset because your daughter behaved differently than you expected her to, keep in mind that right in that very moment you won’t be at your best. Remember too that when your teenage or young adult children receive a shock, they may become sad or depressed. They can become more and more silent, until they’re living like a ghost in their own family.

Both parents and children must train themselves not to react or speak out right away when something someone said or did has shocked them. Excuse yourself and go outside and take a few moments to walk and not think. Just walk and notice your breathing and your footsteps.

If you have to go to school or work, try to study or work mindfully, not letting that anger take over your thoughts and carry you away. Just concentrate on the activities you’re doing while your calm is being restored. Then, when you have some time, sit down and look deeply into what happened to make you so angry. Look with a clear mind and try to see any causes that might have led to that anger. When you understand the situation better, you can have compassion, both for yourself and for the other person.

When the other person is also more peaceful and relaxed, you can approach him and say gently and with a smile, “The other day I expected you to behave in a certain way, but you behaved so differently and I was shocked. You are such a kind person, so I know that when you behaved that way, there had to be some reason behind it.” If you ask in a very humble way, you will probably receive an honest response, which might be very different from what you imagined. Your anger could be dissolved and the dispute may evaporate.

Strong Emotions

Any time we’re filled with a strong emotion toward someone—such as anger, enthusiasm, or passion—our perceptions are particularly blind and far from the reality of the situation. Please try not to act or make any decision under the influence of such mental formations. We can so easily make snap decisions, like acting on an infatuation or blurting out our anger, and we may act in ways that we regret for the rest of our lives. If you mistake an elephant for a pillar, it isn’t such a serious mistake. But if you hastily decide to leave your life partner for a passionate new love, you might discover later on that you had only been seeing one part of this new person. You might then wake up to wonderful aspects of your life partner that you hadn’t noticed before, and you realize you would rather stay with him or her. But now it’s too late to go back and you will suffer the consequences for a long time.

Anger is part of being human. Don’t feel ashamed of it or repress it. When you suppress or swallow your anger, it gets lodged deep inside you. This can make you unhappy, sick, or depressed; and one day it may suddenly explode. However, don’t express your anger to the other person immediately. Don’t make an ugly face, don’t say a word, just go back to your in-breath and out-breath to equip yourself with more peace of mind.

Your mind is like the surface of a lake. When the lake is calm, it clearly reflects the moon above. When the lake is agitated by a strong wind, you see only broken-up pieces of light. Similarly, when you’re angry, you only perceive fragments of the reality, so it’s better not to act right away. With your attention on your breath, you calm your mind. Put all your body and mind into walking meditation, or into working meditation at your office or home, and just focus on the task at hand.

When your mind is calm, you can see more clearly, and you’re ready to deal with your anger in a peaceful and loving way. Then you can take some time to sit with your anger, and look deeply into why it arose. Just before that explosion of anger occurred in you, how was your mind? Was it at peace, or was it disturbed by other irritating events of that day or previous days? Next, look at the mind of the person with whom you’re angry. How was that person’s mind? Was it peaceful, or was it also filled with a number of frustrations? Is that person someone who is skillful, or is he perhaps someone who is rude but who has a good heart and good intentions?

When you have more clarity and spaciousness, you can come to him with a different perspective. Look at yourself in a mirror. If you look pleasant and compassionate, then you are “qualified” to approach him and say honestly in a loving and humble way: “The other day when I did such and such, you responded with a comment that hurt me and now I suffer. I know you’re a thoughtful person, so if you speak like that there must be a reason. I’d like to learn more about what was behind your comment. Please would you tell me?”

The awareness that our perception is always incomplete helps us to be humble. When you’re certain about the way you’re seeing something, question your certainty; you could be wrong, or you could be seeing just one aspect of the person or situation. Then you’re ready to use the steps of Beginning Anew as a way to help correct your perceptions so that they’re more in accord with reality.


Chapter 3

Step One: Flower Watering

A Culture of Appreciation and Happiness

THE ART OF HAPPINESS is the capacity to create an environment where everyone is seen, valued, and appreciated on a regular basis.

Showing Your Appreciation

The first step of Beginning Anew is to show appreciation for the other person. When we don’t “water the flowers” in the other person, they will wither. But if you water them appropriately, you’ll have lovely flowers to enjoy.

Often in a friendship, among colleagues in a workplace, or in any long-term relationship, people may only be happy for the first few months or years together and then they slowly lapse into forgetfulness. We totally forget how precious the relationship was in the beginning and we take each other for granted. So the first practice of Beginning Anew is: when you see something good in the other person, you have to take note of it right away. Don’t let yourself forget it. Maybe sometimes your beloved son does something thoughtful that warms your heart, or evinces a talent or quality that you appreciate. This practice is a way to show your appreciation for the other person and acknowledge the true value of that person. While one person speaks, the other person just listens as he or she is appreciated.

You can do this with your partner, children, colleagues, and friends. When you are getting along with someone, it’s easy to see his or her wonderful qualities. So it might help to keep a notebook or a file on your computer where you list all the things about your loved one that bring you happiness. Sometimes this person might do something thoughtful or expresses a talent or quality that you appreciate, but you’re busy and so you don’t tell him. Train yourself to take note of his flowers—his talents and loving qualities—to help you remember to notice them and “water” them often.

Open a file called “Happiness” on your computer or keep a little notepad in your pocket. Every evening write down what you appreciated that day about your partner, your child, or your colleague. Before the Beginning Anew session, read back over it to help you remember to water that flower in the other person.

For example, while you’re typing or doing something else on the computer, you may suddenly recall some sweet caring things your partner did for you that day. Open your “Happiness” file to write them down. It might say something like: “This morning, my husband was so caring. After bringing our children to school he came back to see if I needed some help. Then he gave me a ride to the office on his way to work.”

Don’t wait until there’s a problem and only express your gratitude for the traits you value in someone right before bringing up a disagreement you’re having with him. Watering the flowers is not about flattering or “buttering up” the other person in preparation for expressing a reproach that’s really the uppermost thing in your mind.

In the Beginning Anew session, when you begin the flower watering practice, you tell the other person all the things you really appreciate about her. It’s important to also look at her with a genuinely appreciative expression radiating admiration while you’re doing this practice. You don’t need to speak at great length; you just need to express true appreciation. You might want to think back to the time when you first met your partner: what impressed you the most, what were the things you found to be so beautiful or rare in her? When you tell her, speak lovingly and sincerely.

In the home, ideally you can choose one day a week to practice Beginning Anew. Select a day and time when all the members of the family can be together. It doesn’t have to be a formal procedure, especially if you’re the only person in the family who is acquainted with the practice of Beginning Anew. For example, after a delicious family dinner on Friday might be a good time.

First, read over in advance what you’ve noted down in your “Happiness” file. Then, just look at the people in your family, noticing the qualities in them that you appreciate. You may want to compliment them aloud—for example congratulating your child on some accomplishment—so the whole family can hear it. Doing this practice every week refreshes the love and trust among the members of the family.

At work, it often happens that we really appreciate someone, but we keep it inside. Then when we disagree about something and speak out, that person thinks we don’t appreciate her at all. For instance, a colleague may do a good job so consistently that no one even notices it anymore; everyone has just come to expect it. Then she makes a mistake and you blurt out right away, “Why did you do that?”

With flower watering, you create a culture of appreciation in which people are able to really see and feel supported by each other. Then, if you want to let someone know that something she’s doing isn’t working, she’ll be more likely able to hear it. Even in a busy work environment, it’s a smart investment to make time for people to appreciate each other.

Don’t let your relationships become like old furniture to you. Don’t act like the relationship is just an obligation that you’re forced to carry out and there’s no joy for you in being with that person. If you have lived or worked with someone for many years, you may think you already know everything about him. But when you begin to express your appreciation, many memories can come back of beautiful moments you spent with that person, or of the difficult moments you went through together and how skillfully and courageously he handled it. Recall these moments with gratitude and remind him of the positive things he has done.

It’s good if couples, families, colleagues, or friends can set up dedicated time to water the good seeds in each other on a regular basis. Don’t wait until the situation gets bad before you begin anew.

Every week have a mutual flower watering session, expressing aloud your sincere appreciation of your loved ones on a regular basis. You might choose to do this on Friday or Saturday evening.

If your relationship already has become difficult, remember the first time you received that person’s love. Try to remember how happy you were when you first got to have the attention of your child, your wife or husband, your boss or coworker.

Perhaps you longed for a child and then finally were able to have one and you looked at that baby with such love and amazement. But then, after many days or sleepless nights of the baby crying, you may unconsciously come to see that sweet baby as your oppressor even if you would never consciously say or even think such a thing. Look deeply into your perceptions and assumptions about your child, and check them against reality. Try your best to listen to him, to understand and accept him exactly as he is. Speak to him kindly and, if he is old enough to understand, explain with love how you wish him to behave and why. Even if he is still a baby, please consider him as his own person.

With older children, if explaining things gently with loving kindness doesn’t resolve the matter, you can still treat and speak to your child with respect as you establish responsibility and reasonable consequences. Helping your child understand consequences is a way of showing respect for him and helps him to learn responsibility.

Perhaps, if you are lucky, the woman you dreamed to be with or the man who appeared so generous and beautiful is now in your life. Please recall that moment when you and this person first fell in love. Try to bring up those first wonderful and strong emotions the best you can, and write to her your true feelings about having her in your life. Then, in the subsequent steps of this practice you can say to her, “We have been so unskillful that now we are losing each other. Please help me to start again. Tell me what I should do and what I should not do.” But first, prepare yourself with this warm memory.

Stopping the “War”

A married couple I know was very happy when they were first married. But as they began to know more about each other, the husband began to discover the extent of his wife’s possessiveness. She only wanted to spend time with her husband and the children. She didn’t even allow his mother to visit her son and grandchildren. There were no friends, no sports, no music lessons, no mindfulness practice retreats. They divorced; and the story doesn’t end there. Every time the two of them were scheduled to meet before and after the children’s visits, there was always a big fight waiting for the father and so much suffering for the children.

He decided to come to one of our mindfulness retreats. He said to me, “You know, this retreat is my first liberation. For many years, I dreamed of attending a retreat with my favorite teacher, Thich Nhat Hanh, whom I knew only through his books. But it was impossible. She didn’t even allow my mother to visit the children. It was too much like jail, so I had to divorce her. But our divorce hasn’t ended her war with me. Could you help?”

I proposed that he only water her flowers and not engage in any other type of conversation. I told him to try to find something, some quality, something of beauty in her to appreciate, so that every time they would meet each other in front of the children, the situation would be pleasant and not so tense. A few weeks later he called me and said, “It worked, Sister. I hadn’t felt inspired at all, but then I took a few moments and really looked at her. I said to my children, ‘Look at your mother. What lovely eyes she has. Don’t you agree that you have a beautiful mother?’” Just watering her flower like that made her less hostile to him, and their meeting together went much better than before. Ever since, when they meet for a few minutes twice a week to leave the children with each other it’s very pleasant, just because of flower watering.

Flower Watering to Refresh Your Relationship with Your Boss

The same kind of interaction can take place with your boss at work. I listened to a woman named Emily who wanted to quit her job because of her difficult relationship with her boss. She said, “My boss is terrible. It’s impossible to work with her. All the employees hate her. I intended to quit this job, but it’s so convenient because it’s very near my house while the other job I’ve been offered is an hour and a half away by car.” I recommended she water the flower in her boss. Emily said, “No, she has nothing for me to appreciate.”

A few weeks later she wrote me a letter saying, “It worked! Thank you, Sister. One day after a meeting in which she had said something particularly helpful, I complimented her on her insight. After that, she was so happy and the communication with me became much better than it had been in the past. Since that day we’ve had a good relationship.”

Flower Watering with Parents and Their Adult Children

We can practice flower watering even with those who are not there in front of us. I recommend practicing flower watering to get in touch with our genetic roots, our ancestors in us. You can write a list of the good qualities of each member of your genetic or adoptive family and, in another column, the weaknesses of your parents and other ancestors. Many people feel reluctant to do this. You may have a relative who caused much suffering in your family and who even directly caused you pain. To think that there is something positive in that person can feel like a betrayal or an absolution of all the harm they’ve done. But that person and their actions are in us. Seeing the wholeness of the person, their strengths and challenges, helps us understand them better and helps us see ourselves more fully as well.

The first step of Beginning Anew, learning how to water the flowers in others, is very important. If you can water the flowers of love, tolerance, and inclusiveness in others, then you will also receive love, tolerance, and inclusiveness. Your practice of appreciating others is also the practice of watering the flower within yourself and bringing yourself more ease and happiness.


Chapter 4

Step Two: Expressing Regret

THE SECOND STEP in Beginning Anew is expressing regret or apologizing for anything you would like to have done differently or better. If you see you’ve made a mistake, it helps if you can find the courage to apologize before it becomes a knot in your partner, friend, colleague, or family member.

When you truly apologize for something you regret, any hurt the person felt may be completely dissipated by your apology. Expressing regret on your own initiative, before the other person has even let you know that he or she is hurt, is a very effective way to refresh your relationship. Even if you are apologizing for only part of a situation, if your regret is genuine, the other person will hear and appreciate it.

You first ask the other person to forgive you for your unskillfulness. For example, a mother might say to her child, “My daughter, the other day it was snowing and I was supposed to take you to school. Even though it’s only a short distance away, seeing you walking in the snow made me feel very bad. But, as you know, last night I had a toothache, so I called for an early appointment with the dentist. I wanted to be there on time so I wouldn’t miss my appointment, and I was worried about being stuck in traffic, so I couldn’t drive you to school. I’m sorry. Please forgive me.” Maybe the daughter had been feeling quite sad seeing all the other parents bringing their children to school while her mom let her walk to school alone through the snow. When her mom asks her forgiveness, she’s so happy, and the good relationship is reestablished. That little bit of darkness is gone right away.


Chapter 5

Step Three: Asking for More Information

THE THIRD PART of Beginning Anew is about understanding what’s going on in the other person’s mind and heart. We can obtain that understanding by asking certain questions, such as: “Did I hurt you through my unskillfulness?” “Do I understand you enough?” “Can you share with me what is deep in your heart?”

Usually, when you hurt somebody very badly, you know right away and you can apologize. But when it’s a small hurt, you may not realize that it has happened, especially when you are in a more senior or powerful position than the other person. Perhaps you tease your niece and she doesn’t like it. Sometimes you tease your child and you think it’s funny, but it hurts your child or teenager, and you don’t realize it. Little hurts like these can add up, so it’s important to check in with the person regularly in case there are things you’re not aware of. A father may ask his son, “Did I hurt you during the last week? Daddy really loves you, but there are a number of ways that I may have been unskillful and made you suffer. Please tell Daddy, so that I will not repeat the same mistake.” “Does Mom understand you enough? Did Mom hurt you? Please tell me. Mom needs to listen to you in order to understand you and love you in the way you need to be loved.”

Among the lay practitioners at Plum Village, there was a teenage couple. I appreciated both of these young people very much and I always reminded them to practice Beginning Anew in order not to lose each other. And they did practice every week. Whenever I saw them I would always ask, “Have you been practicing Beginning Anew?” And they always answered “yes” to my question—until they were about to get married. At their wedding I asked, “Did you Begin Anew?” They said, “Oh, no, we haven’t because there have been too many things to take care of for the wedding.”

After they married, they settled in the United States. When I would see them from time to time I would ask, “Have you been doing Beginning Anew?” And they would say, “Oh, we’re used to each other now. We understand each other so well already; we only begin anew when there’s an issue.” I learned later that although they didn’t think many issues were coming up in their relationship, in fact little hurts were piling up one by one, until each person became more and more irritable and less sweet to the other.

One of their main issues had seemed trivial at first. It revolved around buying clothes for the children. The husband came from a family that spent a lot of money without concern. The wife’s family wasn’t poor, but definitely kept track of what they spent. Both people took their own family’s attitude around money into the marriage.

After their marriage, the wife spent money in a certain way without telling her husband what she was doing and why. Every year when their children needed clothes and shoes, instead of buying new ones, she gave them hand-me-downs from her sister’s son and used the money she saved to give to the hungry children in Vietnam. She saw that the amount of money it cost to clothe one child in the United States would pay for twenty-five children to have lunch for a month plus the salary for their teacher or helper in Vietnam. She was so happy to give me the money to put into our programs for helping children in need; but, unfortunately, she didn’t explain this to her husband and children.

After fourteen years of marriage, as a result of years of not communicating about this and the other annoyances and irritations they had with each other, they separated. They had three children and the youngest was only three months old. Everybody was so shocked and asked, “How come this husband who practices Buddhism and who has been in Plum Village is walking out on his fourteen-year marriage when his daughter is only three months old?” When I had a chance to check in with him, he said, “I have to protect myself. She no longer speaks nicely to me. For fourteen years, she never bought shoes or clothes for our children. It’s me, the father, who has to buy all these things. When I try to help out by diapering the baby girl, my wife complains that I don’t even know how to change a diaper and she chases me away. I’ve had enough.”

His wife never had explained to him that she had been helping the destitute children. She had never showed her family the photos of the hungry children they were helping in Vietnam. At first she had said to the children, “Instead of having new shoes, you’ll be giving the money to a needy child, okay?” But slowly she stopped saying anything to the children about it and she never explained it to her husband.

For the husband’s part, when he was unhappy because his wife didn’t buy shoes for the children, he could have asked gently and nicely, “Darling, we have three children and it’s only me who buys them clothes and shoes but not you. May I understand why? I know you’re a caring mother, and we aren’t that poor.” Then she could have explained and everything would have been clear. But he didn’t ask her, although he was a little shocked by her actions; he just kept telling himself it wasn’t a big issue.

This is the third step of Beginning Anew: “Did I hurt you even a bit, or did I do something that embarrassed you or caused you to feel unhappy? Please tell me. Please don’t say that it doesn’t matter.” If he had asked in a nice way why his wife hadn’t bought shoes for the children, she could have said, “Since I’m from Vietnam, I know what it means to be hungry. That’s why I chose to send the money to the children in Vietnam instead of buying new clothes and shoes for our children. But I’m sorry that I didn’t talk it over with you and the children.”

After she was separated from her husband, I told her, “Now you have to begin anew with the children every week. If you neglect this the way you did in the past, you are going to lose all of them one by one like you’ve lost your husband. I don’t want you to lose all your children too, by unconsciously hurting them a little bit day by day.” She reported back to me to say that now they practice Beginning Anew every night. First she reads them a bedtime story. After the story she appreciates each child individually. Then she asks, “Did Mom hurt you in any way today?” When she first started asking them this question, she had thought they’d say, “No, Mom, you are so wonderful.” But the two older children who were able to talk said, “Yes.” She was so taken aback. She said, “I hurt you? How?”

The four-year-old boy told her, “I made a beautiful drawing and I showed it to you, but you talked on the telephone too long. I kept trying to show you my drawing and I kept saying, ‘Mom, look, look!’ but you just kept on talking and didn’t look at my drawing at all, and finally I had to leave for school. I feel so hurt.” What might be a small hurt for an adult can feel very big to a child. The mother responded, “Oh, I’m so sorry, my darling. Grandma called me from very far away, from Vietnam, and I needed to talk to her. Can I see your drawing now? Show me. Oh, it’s so beautiful. This drawing is great.” He was happy when his mother apologized and appreciated his drawing. The wound was healed.

Her other son informed her, “I wanted a toy and it only cost a few dollars. But when I asked you to buy it, you said that you didn’t have any money and I should ask my father. I’m so hurt because I know you had a lot of money in your pocket, but you said you couldn’t buy the toy.” His mother said, “I’m sorry, my darling. Since Daddy and I have separated, Daddy no longer gives me as much money from his salary. He just gives me enough to pay for the food and some of the rent, but the rest he keeps. He pays for your toys, your martial arts class, and your brother’s music lessons. He gives me only a few hundred dollars and it’s not enough to cover everything that I’m responsible for paying. So even though that toy only costs a few dollars, if we spend a few dollars here and a few dollars there, we won’t have enough to pay the bills.” When she explained like that, her son understood and could smile at her again.

After that, all the children looked forward to Beginning Anew with their mother every night. They would say, “Mom, let’s begin anew!” because they were so pleased to hear their mother appreciate them for their good qualities as well as to have a chance to say what they were feeling.

Two good people ended up separating from each other for reasons that could easily have been avoided if they had used the Beginning Anew practice. It is so important for a family to begin anew at least once a week. Even if there are really no problems to discuss, you can always use the time you’ve set aside to show appreciation for each other. This can only enrich the relationships further and will never be a waste of time.

True Love Means Understanding

Love without understanding is just attachment or passion. Passion is very short-lived and will fade. But when you have a genuine understanding of each other, it becomes a deep mutual love that helps both of you grow. Asking your son, daughter, or coworker these few questions can create a better understanding between you. “Have I hurt or bothered you through any unskillful behavior? Please tell me. Don’t keep today’s little irritation in your heart, along with another small upset from yesterday, and many little disagreements from previous days. You know I am often unmindful and can hurt you or embarrass you without meaning to. An accumulation of little issues will one day become like a wall between us. Please help me do better. Please tell me.”

Ask your partner from time to time: “Do I understand you enough? Do I understand your deep aspirations, what you love to do the most? Please tell me what I can do to keep our love fresh and new?” “Please open your heart and tell me more about your greatest joys when you were a child, your enthusiasm as a teenager. To love you well, I need to understand your life’s dream, so I can support and not hinder you from fulfilling your aspiration, what you most deeply wish to do in life. I don’t want to impose on you what I like or what I think you want.” “If it happens that I’ve unknowingly done something that made you a little bit unhappy, even though for you it’s no big deal, please tell me about it. I want to listen so I can understand you better. If you don’t let me know, then I’ll probably keep doing it, and then my many small unskillful words or actions will build up a lot of frustration in you, which could explode one day or make you sick if you keep it all inside. Please tell me these little hurts as soon as possible.”

Your partner may cry and tell you many things from deep in his or her heart, and together you will come to truly understand each other better.


Chapter 6

Step Four: Expressing Hurt or Disagreement

THE FOURTH PART of Beginning Anew is letting the other person know that you are upset because of something she said or did. Ideally we can take care of such situations promptly and not wait until many little things add up and become heavy on our hearts. When you’re first feeling hurt or irritated, don’t speak or act in those moments. Go back to following your in-breath and out-breath; stop thinking or judging in order to regain your composure. Then just say one short sentence: “I suffer from what you said or did. I promise I’ll explain everything to you in a few days when I’m calmer, but not right now.”

In the meantime you can practice mindful breathing and walking to calm yourself and, when you’re less emotionally agitated, you can spend some time reflecting on the other person, on what they did or said and why they might have done so. Try to see, too, if you might have contributed in some way to creating the situation or if you might be interpreting it incorrectly.

Everybody has perceptions that get in the way of truly seeing, so it’s important to let the other person know when you’re hurt. Perhaps you think they should already know how you feel, or maybe you believe that they hurt you intentionally. But often their perceptions are clouded—as yours (and mine) are—and they don’t know how they have hurt you. The problem may not be as big as you perceive it to be. If he is someone you live with or someone you see at work every day, and you don’t express your hurt or disagreement, then sooner or later you’ll stop being present for him. You’ll withdraw. You may be scared to say it out; but if you speak from a place of calm and love, it will be easier for the other person to hear.

When it’s time to speak about your hurt, it’s very important that you do it in a skillful way. If you say, “You were so obnoxious the other day. I’m getting so sick of you. You’re really arrogant, you know?” that’s not very skillful. Instead you can say, “You are somebody who’s usually very tactful and careful in the way you speak and act. But the other day, when you spoke to me (or acted in such a way) in front of so many people, I was really hurt. I don’t know why you spoke like that. Maybe there was a reason behind it? I want to understand so I can rediscover the person I love and respect.” Inquire about why the other person behaved in the way that you found hurtful, but don’t accuse or condemn her. Ask in a way that the other person can listen to you and express the reasons behind her acts. Sometimes she may be very surprised and say, “That hurt you? I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt you.” Maybe her intentions were good, but she was unskillful in the way she expressed herself.

When you express an upset with someone, there are basically two paths you can take. You can throw your words out like darts, and the other person will shut you out, like a wall; or you can speak in a humble way, and the other person will be more open to what you are saying. If you speak with openness and acknowledge the limits of your own perceptions, the other person has a chance to explain her point of view.

A Sensitive Situation

If the other person is very sensitive or the dynamic in the relationship is fragile, then even if you are already calm, please try to also look at his face attentively and lovingly when you start to share. If you see his mood turning dark, even if you’ve only been able to express a part of what you wanted to say, stop and move to a lighter subject. He is probably sensitive and intelligent enough to understand the rest.

I know a woman named Evelyne whose teenage daughter told her she was moving out, and that very day she packed her bags and went to a friend’s house. Evelyne was angry. She’d worked hard and sacrificed many things for her daughter, so at first she wanted to yell at her and ask, “How could you?!” Luckily, her daughter wasn’t there for her to shout at, so instead, she focused on her breathing until she was calm. Then Evelyne phoned her daughter and told her how much she appreciated her, missed her, and wanted her to come home. She also apologized for any hurt she had unknowingly caused. The daughter didn’t move back home right away, but slowly they were able to rebuild their relationship. Because Evelyne could express herself clearly and with love, her daughter could hear that her mother was not judging her. Eventually mother and daughter lived together again, and much more peacefully. If you can approach a difficulty with humility, curiosity, and genuine regret for any hurt that you have caused, there never has to be a war.

Let’s say you want to surprise your husband by picking him up at the office. For you, this is a real offering, because normally he would have to take the train. But when you’re about to walk into his office, you’re surprised to see him, through the window, holding hands and enjoying talking with a young woman. You’re so upset by what you’ve seen, but if you’re wise, you won’t say anything to him at that moment. You do walking meditation to calm yourself and release the tension inside. You’re determined not to be carried away by your anger. You can practice like that for however much time you need, maybe four or five days, so you can be very peaceful when you talk to him. It’s so important to practice refreshing yourself before you speak. That way, if you express your feelings and he says something different than what you’d hoped to hear, you’ll be able to continue listening and not jump into attacking him. It’s awfully hard to resolve anything if you’re consumed by your anger.

So when you feel you’re ready to practice the fourth part of Beginning Anew you may say, “The other day I wanted to surprise you with a ride home, but when I came to your office, I saw you walking and talking with a young woman, and you even held her hand. I was so shocked.” Then he may say, “Was that Thursday? Oh, yes, that was my cousin, the daughter of my auntie. She lives far away now, but we grew up together like brother and sister. She just flew into the airport here and had a few hours’ layover before continuing on to Madrid for a business trip. So we grabbed a quick bite to eat together.” If your mind is genuinely calm and clear, you’ll know if he’s telling the truth or trying to hide something.

A woman I know, named Maggie, discovered that her husband’s credit card had been used for buying jewelry and lingerie—but not for her or for anyone else in their family. In such a situation, a wife who is wise does not immediately begin to shout at her husband and threaten him in a jealous and angry way. She takes a few days to calm herself and try to see many of the qualities that had first drawn her to him rather than to other young men. Then at the appropriate time, she tells him of her feelings. “I don’t understand. You bought this jewelry and lingerie ten days ago without telling me, and then on Tuesday I opened up our bank statement and saw the charges there. I was overwhelmed by shock and sadness. I really had to breathe a lot and do a lot of walking meditation to calm myself down so that I could talk to you about this. I’m ready to listen to you now, and I’d really like to understand what this is all about.”

When he responds, she does her best to practice deep listening. She follows her breath and tries not to interrupt him. If she questions him unskillfully or interrupts him, that won’t help. Even if many things he says seem incorrect, she tries not to interrupt him immediately. She knows she will have an opportunity to respond later, maybe in a few days.

In fact Maggie’s husband was being very slowly seduced by his secretary, who knew perfectly well that her boss had a wife and family. While walking in a shopping district with her boss, she had pretended to need underwear and then to have forgotten that her credit card was left at home. Maggie’s husband’s involvement with the woman was getting in the way of his ability to be present for and pay attention to his family.

If Maggie had been able to approach her husband to talk it over as I’ve outlined here, perhaps she could have gently prevailed upon him to correct his inappropriate behavior before the marriage was irreparably damaged. When the atmosphere was calmer, she could have asked him to explain further if something still wasn’t clear. She also could have allowed herself to cry for being so disappointed in his behavior.

Unfortunately, Maggie didn’t have enough inner resources to calmly and skillfully deal with this challenge to her marriage. She raged bitterly at her husband; he moved out of their home and took refuge in the house of the other woman; and Maggie’s husband divorced her and married his secretary.

The Support of a Third Person

If the situation is very difficult you also can ask a third person to be present. The third person must be someone close enough to and respected by both of you. In our community, when one sister is hurt by another sister it’s sometimes difficult to do the practice without having a third sister present. There may even be two additional sisters present. Sometimes we need to have one or two persons listening with compassion and clarity to both sides to help sort out the layers of misunderstanding.

A Combative Situation

Sometimes the situation may become too aggressive. The only way out is to water only the good seeds in the other person and show genuine appreciation, not flattery. The other person will slowly soften, and then if you’re still calm enough, you can offer him or her the first three steps of Beginning Anew: Watering flowers, expressing regrets, and saying, “You may have been having a lot of difficulties and I didn’t help. I even made the situation worse with my unskillfulness. I really want to listen to your difficulties, please share them with me.”

If, however, you are feeling too unsettled to continue, or if the relationship is already very difficult due to many hurts having accumulated over the years, there may be too much to resolve in one session. If this is the case, you can pause the conversation at an appropriate moment and say, “Let’s continue another time. I want to listen to you and hear everything you have to say, but I can’t listen well any longer today. I don’t want this to turn into a fight.” It’s important to give yourself time to digest your feelings about the difficult or erroneous things that have been said and to have time to look more deeply into your perceptions and get closer to the truth. Upon reflection you may find some part of the responsibility is also on your side. A few days later when you’re more peaceful, you can continue the conversation, and when the conditions are right you may humbly offer a little bit of information to help the other person correct his misperceptions.

A Damaged Relationship

When the relationship appears to be too seriously damaged to be helped by talking more, and any further efforts at reconciliation seem to be fruitless, a couple may want to separate. But, in some cases, they may feel they cannot—for instance, they may see that their children are too psychologically fragile to handle it. If you find yourself in such a situation, I recommend a practice dating back to the Buddha’s time called “covering mud with straw.” The phrase refers to times when a path has become impassable because of mud. People would lay straw down on the mud so they could proceed and walk on the path. In conflict situations, you practice “covering mud with straw.” When you see you’re no longer able to improve the mutual understanding of a situation any further and life is too short to be spent in endless struggle, then you declare a kind of general amnesty—you simply agree to drop it, let it go, and move on with life.

When Communication Is Blocked

If there is a too big a wall, for instance between you and your husband, don’t try to practice Beginning Anew directly with him as he will almost certainly refuse. Instead, you can water his flowers indirectly by speaking to your children or to other family members and friends. Even if your partner seems to be only looking at the television and doesn’t utter a word, he is still listening. You can still, within his hearing, say positive things to your children about their father and the words will enter his consciousness. You can even say it in the other room, when you know he will hear it from where he’s sitting.

You may have to water the flowers in the other person in a natural way for a very long time before you ever get to the second, third, or fourth steps of Beginning Anew. One time a mother told me that she had written letters to begin anew with her son who had run away from home and wasn’t speaking to her. But he never replied to her letters. Perhaps her son had been deeply hurt for many years by unskillful or judgmental words she might have said. I advised the mother to try sending him just one weekly postcard with only one sentence written on it, recalling a wonderful experience they’d had together in the past. But, I said, don’t expect anything, don’t expect a positive response; just continue to rebuild trust brick by brick. He never answered the postcards, but after three months she couldn’t wait any longer and she stopped by his new place. He opened his door with a big smile and introduced her to his partner.

So in some cases you may need to reestablish communication very gradually. You just continue to share your appreciation and hope that the other person takes it in eventually. In the meantime, you can find solace in knowing you’re doing your best to repair the relationship. One man said to me, “I want to try Beginning Anew with my son, but I’ve written him many letters and emails and he won’t write back.” I said to the man, “Even if he didn’t write back, it may have moved him very much.” It’s never too late to make a good-faith attempt to reconcile. Sometimes a long letter may be counterproductive if the other person isn’t ready for your detailed explanations (which in any case may still be unclear or unskillful in places). My proposal for you is that at the initial stage you only water the flowers in the other person and don’t yet touch the real issue until more trust is restored.

Some True Stories

FIRST STORY: Jacqueline and Her Brother

Jacqueline and her brother had not seen each other for some time and he was estranged from the family. Many years before when her brother had had a stomach hemorrhage and nearly died from the loss of blood, Jacqueline had given him her blood right away without hesitation. Yet after he was healed, he totally ignored her because he believed that Jacqueline didn’t approve of his wife.

Jacqueline and the rest of her family came to Plum Village for the anniversary of their mother’s passing. I encouraged her to invite her brother to join them. Although he had rarely came to visit their mother when she was still alive, and although he was like a stranger to the rest of the family, he came.

On the day they had picked to memorialize their mother’s passing, as they cooked all the dishes their mom had loved to eat, they reminisced and told stories about their mother. I told Jacqueline, “Your mother’s ashes are in the ground but that is actually only a small part of her. Her intelligence, her generosity, care, talents, happiness, and her sacrifices for the success of her children are all still alive, in you and in your brother and your sisters. Please open your arms and hold your brother as another way of holding your mother. Hug him deeply, hug your sisters deeply, and you will feel your mother still alive in your arms.”

Jacqueline approached her brother reluctantly because she was so hurt. But he opened his arms to her and they both broke into tears, sobbing and hugging deeply. Reconciliation was possible not with words but with open arms.

SECOND STORY: Nam and the Lawyer

Nam was a math teacher living in Texas. His temper would flare when his son was slow at math. Sometimes he even hit his child or his wife when they irritated him. After meeting our teacher, Thich Nhat Hanh, and being introduced to the practice of mindfulness on a retreat, he apologized to his wife and son for all his past wrongdoing. Things seemed to be improving step by step. But suddenly one day he called me for help. “Sister, my wife has run off—with our son, with the new car we just bought, all her belongings, cash, and the jewelry I’d bought for her! I didn’t beat our son or fight with her. There was, however, a little thing she wanted me to do. I hadn’t done it yet, but I hadn’t refused to do it. You know, Sister, many of our friends are shocked because they all witnessed how much I have transformed my old rudeness. One of them is a very talented lawyer who is ready to help me at no charge.” I said to him, “Please, laws and threats don’t have a place in a loving relationship.” I asked him, “Do you still love your wife?” “Yes, Sister!” “Then don’t call in the lawyer.”

Two months later the husband called me and said, “Sister, guess who is next to me? My wife and son! I missed them so much and I knew she must be at her brother’s house in California, so one day I decided to fly there and visit. She always used to tell me how her brother had a big house and was ready to give her a room to live in, and she would find a good job in California. My wife is also an engineer like me and she thought finding a job in California, far away from me, would be much better!

“But the preconception she’d had about the carefree life she’d live without me turned out to be far from the reality. When she and my son saw me, both of them were so overwhelmed with happiness, they hugged me and were ready to get in our car to drive back to Texas. Their life in California was so much harder than she’d anticipated. My wife said that every day she ran into a new difficulty without the support of her loving and generous husband. She said she remembered how sweet I was after I came back from the retreat. Now she perceives me in a way that is closer to my whole self. I’m so thankful to you for not allowing me to take my lawyer friend up on his offer.”

How to Practice with a Loved One Who Has Alzheimer’s

In this situation, you have to realize that she’s no longer fully the same person as before, and you have to relate to her according to the current state of her memory. When you’re with her, you only reminisce about the best moments. This is what I do with my auntie who has Alzheimer’s. She doesn’t remember much, but often what she does remember are the more negative things. So I try to bring up positive stories from the past when I see her.

I ask whether she knew that man (I say the name of her father, my grandpa), what he had done, what she has done. We joyfully speak about her experiences as a wonderful young lady who lovingly took care of the whole family when she was only twenty years of age. I reestablish a balance, bit by bit. Then I ask more about her marriage and life when she was in her thirties, her marriage, her forties, and her fifties. In this way, touching her joys and successes but not the painful years, I manage to help her reconnect with quite a bit of her memory.

An old French friend in the town where I live complained to me that his wife has Alzheimer’s and every time he visits her, she behaves as though they were still sixteen years old. She talks about how the two of them and their cousins enjoy going out dancing. He was despairing. I advised him just to enjoy reliving with her the memories of when they were eighteen or twenty years old. He could set aside thirty minutes a day to talk with his wife just like they were still a couple of kids. There’s nothing wrong with that!


Chapter 7

Hugging Meditation

TO PUT A NICE finishing touch on a session of Beginning Anew, it’s wonderful to practice Hugging Meditation. Our teacher, Thich Nhat Hanh (or “Thay,” meaning “teacher” in Vietnamese), describes Hugging Meditation as a combination of East and West. He says it’s like tea bags. Tea comes from Asia. We pick the fresh leaves from the tea plants in the mountains. We dry them very carefully, not under the hot sun but in the shade of a cool room. Then we pour some hot water over the leaves in a teapot, steep them for a while, and then we drink the tea. However, when tea came to the West, people made tea bags, which are very quick, practical, and easy. You just put a tea bag into a mug, pour in the hot water, and in a few minutes the tea is ready. That’s a combination of Eastern and Western wisdom. Now Thay is offering us another wonderful practice for East-West reconciliation in the form of hugging mediation.

In the West when you greet a friend or a family member, you hug, but often it’s only in a brief or superficial way. Much of the time it seems like you’re not really present for the hug. You may be thinking about the evening ahead or the other things you have to do. So it’s not a real hug. Thay saw that if he could bring meditation into a hug, it would be Hugging Meditation. The hugging part comes from the West, and the meditation part comes from the East.

Hugging Meditation means hugging in mindfulness. You don’t hug right away like a windup toy. Before hugging, you first bring your mind totally into the present moment. You stand facing each other, following your breath, your body and your mind are united, and you are very concentrated. You look deeply at the other person and treasure her presence. As you look at her you see clearly, “This person in front of me is the mother of my children. We have spent so much time together in happiness and in pain. She is so precious to me!” Then you open your arms and hug, really contemplating how precious she is. If something were to happen to her you would suffer terribly.

“This is the father of my son.” You open your arms, and breathing in and out you say silently (or aloud), “Thank you for being the father of my three wonderful children. They are so sweet, so talented, and so beautiful because they inherited the best from you and me, from both our families, and from many generations of our ancestors.” Breathing in, “I’m so happy that you, the father of my children, are here still alive in my arms.” Breathing out, “I’m so thankful.” Breathing in, “If something happened to you, I would be miserable.” Breathing out, “I’m so happy you are still alive and in my arms.”

A father looking deeply into his son will see, “He carries the best of myself and the best of his ancestors into the future.”

“Here is my daughter whom I’ve loved from the time she was tiny until now. She is my continuation and connection with the future. She carries my hope and my aspirations.”

“This man, my father, is so precious to me. He is so rare, so special. How wonderful to have him in my arms.”

“This is my mom, so frail but so strong. This courageous lady has always been ready to deal with any difficulty, to confront all dangers just to protect and save her children. How wonderful that I can hold in my arms this precious treasure that life has offered to me.”

Whenever I hug my sister I always use Hugging Meditation. I look at her for a few moments, we hug, and I see that in my sister there’s a lot of our mom, the many sweet ways of our mother. I hug her and I think, “Oh, how wonderful to hold my sister in my arms. At the same time I’m also hugging my mom and my dad.” I see all the qualities of my parents in her as I hug her and I am so happy.

When I greet a meditation student of Vietnamese origin who lives in North America whom I don’t often see, I look at her, open my arms, and think, “This is a daughter of Vietnam and a daughter of the West. In that young woman there are two cultures. She is coming here to be nourished by the beauty of Thay and the community of practice, and to bring back more of that beauty to the people at home in North America.” I hug her deeply and treasure her presence. That she has come such a long way to spend time at Plum Village is something very deep and precious. This is the way we do Hugging Meditation.

After Thirty Years of Marriage, the First Hugging Meditation

One time a psychotherapist came to attend a retreat with Thay in Colorado and he learned about the mindfulness practice of Hugging Meditation. When he went home after the retreat, he decided to try out this new practice with his wife when she welcomed him at the airport. He didn’t hug her right away, but first looked at her deeply and intently with great appreciation. Then he opened his arms and hugged her in a profound way, very long, and he didn’t let go until he felt that his love had been totally transmitted.

She felt so happy and she asked him in astonishment, “What was that for? We have been together for thirty years and you’ve never hugged me like that.” He said, “I have been taught by a monk. It’s hugging in mindfulness.” She said, “A monk taught you to hug me like that?! Who is that monk? I want to see him.” So she signed up for Thay’s next retreat, and at the tea meditation she shared this story with everyone. “The way my husband hugged me when he returned from the retreat made me so happy. I also wanted to learn mindfulness in order to be happy every time I hug him, have tea with him, and eat with him.”

Hugging Meditation is a simple practice that can have a very profound effect. It’s a wonderful way to end a Beginning Anew session or to show your deep appreciation for a loved one at any moment.

Hugging Meditation at the Death of a Father

I knew a family with five adult children who were like strangers to one another. When I attended the funeral of this Catholic family, I didn’t know that the four sons had big problems with one another and never wanted to visit home when any of the others were there. When the coffin was about to be closed, I pointed toward it and said, “This body is just a small part of your father. What was wonderful in him, his mind, his talents, his beauty, his loving kindness are all in each of you. Please hug your father now by hugging your brothers. Each of them carries some qualities of your father and mother. Please take that living body of your father into your arms!” One by one they hugged each other and they cried a lot. Their mother was amazed to see them talking to each other as if nothing had ever happened; yet they’d passed the last five years without communicating at all, even at Christmas time or at the New Year.

Hugging Meditation to Reconcile and Heal Deep Wounds

A couple who had been acting very unkindly to each other came to attend a three-week retreat we were offering in Vermont. During the retreat the woman got so angry with the man that she threatened to pour gasoline on him and set him on fire. Her anger was huge. The police came and told us a man had complained to them that his wife was about to set fire to him.

The man approached me later on, after I had given a presentation on Beginning Anew. He said, “My wife wants to set fire to me. I wish she could hear your presentation. Next week, if you’re going to speak again about Beginning Anew, it might be very helpful for her to attend.” I invited his wife to come to the talk the following week and I met with both of them afterward. At the end of our meeting I guided them in Hugging Meditation. By that time, I knew the background of each of them, and this allowed me to guide them in a very personal way.

I said, “Don’t hug each other right away. Look at her.” Then I said, on behalf of the husband, “Here is the beautiful young lady I was in love with for almost two years before she finally gave up everything—her family, her homeland, her job, her career—for me, and she gave me three wonderful children. How could I have had such a lovely, fresh young lady? I’ve behaved very unskillfully and made her suffer so much. How wonderful that she still loves me, is still here in my arms, is still the mother of my wonderful children.”

Then I spoke for the wife, “Here is my husband, that handsome and talented young physician who impressed many of his colleagues. I was so happy when we chose each other. Because of our unskillfulness, we’ve hurt each other, escalating our mutual attacks and blame. But our deep love is still there and can be seen manifesting in our three dear children.”

I went into the background of each person and enumerated the beautiful things in each. “And the fruit of this love is,” and then I named their children. “How wonderful that together we have created a beautiful continuation with all the best qualities of ourselves, our parents, and our ancestors. We represent two long lineages coming together and making life more beautiful through our children.” After this they cried a lot. The next day they brought their children to meet me and they hugged me. It was a very happy hugging mediation.


Chapter 8

Stories of Beginning Anew

THE TIME IS NOW!

John Salerno-White

A GOOD FRIEND of mine was extolling the virtues of growing one’s own avocados. He asked me, “Do you know the best time to plant an avocado tree?” After I shrugged my shoulders and shook my head, he said, “Now!” He believes that if something produces great benefits, we should take action in that direction right away.

Beginning Anew is like that. When a situation arises that calls for a Beginning Anew practice with someone, the time to do it is in that moment or as close to it as we can manage. If we wait too long, we may miss out on the benefits of doing the practice right then and there.

The sequence of steps in Beginning Anew is there to be used when helpful, but it isn’t meant to imprison us or put us off. We may not always be able, or even need, to practice all the steps of Beginning Anew, but we can always use the principles in an informal way, which is much better than waiting until the conditions are “right” to engage in a more formal practice.

A solid understanding of the formal Beginning Anew practice is needed, however, to be able to successfully engage in a more informal Beginning Anew practice. With that basis of understanding, practitioners will know how to care for any pain that may come up between themselves and another person. We are ready to care for the gardens of many hearts, and we can exhibit this care in the moment—now!

BEGINNING ANEW ON THE CAMINO DE SANTIAGO

Mitchell Ratner

In 2008, my wife Ann-Mari and I walked a thousand miles from Le Puy-en-Velay in southeast France to Santiago de Compostela in northwest Spain. Most days we walked for seven to ten hours, following a trail that pilgrims have used for 1,200 years to reach Santiago de Compostela, where, according to legend and the Catholic Church, the relics of St. James are enshrined. We traveled light, carrying only the necessities in our backpacks.

Most mornings we woke at 6:30 a.m., packed up, ate breakfast, and began walking. Midmorning, we had a “Morning Meeting,” a blend of preschool circle time and the Plum Village Beginning Anew practice. We gave each other a special greeting, sang a song, and then voiced appreciations for each other or for those who had encouraged us in some way. For example, Ann-Mari might appreciate me for being willing to stop at a church she wanted to see, or I might appreciate someone we met the day before who was especially kind to us.

After appreciations, we shared regrets and sorrows. We talked about actions we wished we had done or not done, and about any sufferings we felt for whatever reason. Often our regrets and sorrows were in relation to a comment or action one of us perceived as insensitive. Sometimes it was just the sharing of a sadness, like when a museum one of us especially wanted to see was closed.

With appreciations, regrets, and sorrows shared, we moved on to “news and announcements,” which included our intentions for the day, stops we wanted to plan, or things we wanted to buy, such as stamps or postcards. Often, our sharing turned into long conversations about old habits, childhood hurts, or deep longings. With miles of trail stretching ahead, we didn’t feel rushed. Our Morning Meetings sometimes went on for hours.

The Beginning Anew practice deepened our relationship and made our walk more enjoyable. Even though we had been married for twenty-eight years, our lives had never before been so closely and continuously intertwined as they were during this trip; we were side-by-side twenty-four hours a day for three months. With the daily check-ins, our little hurts and sufferings were quickly aired, apologies were offered, and our appreciation deepened for each other and for the wonders of life around us each day.

INTRODUCING BEGINNING ANEW TO YOUR FAMILY

John Moore

My sister and father had a serious argument while on holiday together, which led to an impasse. Since my sister was living abroad, there wasn’t a chance to deal with it face to face and I wasn’t sure they wanted to anyway. I decided to send an email to both of them, as well as to my mother, brother, and their respective partners. I described the Beginning Anew practice and then expressed my own feelings as an example. I watered the flower in both of them and gently communicated difficulties and regrets. It did feel like a risk for me to send the email, and I had to be careful not to seem like I was intruding, so I kept the communication as simple as possible. While they didn’t use the same format as I modeled, some dialogue did ensue that led to the relationship being healed, without ignoring the hurt.

FLOWER WATERING WITH CHILDREN

Annie Mahon

We practice flower watering as part of our Budding Yogis yoga and mindfulness summer day camp for kids. At the end of each week of camp, we have the children and counselors sit in a circle with a flower in the center. We explain the flower watering process, and then each child is asked to water the flower of their designated buddy from the past week along with any other children or adults. Each child gets up when he is ready and either kneels in front of the person whose flower he is watering, or takes the flower back to his seat. Then he says why he’s grateful for that person. When he’s finished, he returns to his seat or puts the flower back in the center.

Children and teens of all ages have practiced this very beautifully. One year, camp members John, who had some developmental delays, and Lila, who was one of the more “popular” girls, became buddies. The experience was beautiful for both of them. John usually didn’t get a lot of positive feedback from his peers, especially from girls. When Lila shared what she appreciated about John, he was beaming. I’m guessing Lila would never have stopped to consider the positive qualities of someone like John without the flower watering ceremony. Perhaps she now looks at other developmentally delayed children differently.

BEGINNING ANEW AT TWO

Lennis Lyon

“I kiss him to sleep,” I reply when my daughter-in-law asks me how I get my two-year-old grandson, Mateus, to take a nap. We read a story, I rub his back, I tell him the names of people who love him, and then I say, “I will watch over you; I will keep you safe.” He is usually asleep by then. But if not, I plant tender kisses on his cheeks and forehead until he eases into sleep.

With the birth of this grandchild, I saw an opening to heal my family and myself. I became a single parent when my son was one year old. My reaction to the trauma of a painful divorce was pervasive fear. I walked on eggshells of unspoken nightly terror and sought the urgency of distraction. I continually pursued social outlets and had difficulty focusing on my growing child. Now, with the practice of mindfulness, I know that what children want from us the most is our presence, and what I want is to be there to truly enjoy Mateus. With gratitude to the Sangha, I know what being present feels like.

When Mateus comes to my house for the day, I get everything ready: the toys laid out, the diapers on hand, the lunch prepared, so that I can give him my full attention. During his visit I don’t wash dishes, clean the house, or wash clothes. I only answer the phone when it’s his parents who are calling.

I’m lucky because I have an ease of love for Mateus. Now at age two-and-a-half, he has been coming to my house every Tuesday for more than two years. I haven’t shown anger; I haven’t raised my voice or used a less-than-friendly tone. So I was in shock when I had a sudden outburst of aggression toward him.

We are at my mom’s apartment. I am changing Mateus’s diaper as he lies on his back on my mom’s bed. Suddenly Mateus reaches up and bites me on my arm, something he has not done before. I instantaneously feel my hand slap him on the face. It is neither a gentle slap nor a strong one, but it must sting. Mateus dissolves in heaves of sobs. I understand that it is the change in our relationship, not the force of the slap that hurts him so. I cradle him, repeating, “I’m so sorry, Mateus. I’m so sorry.”

When I bring Mateus home, I tell his mom, Tamara. She offers, “But he bit you.” I reply, “Yes, but I didn’t want to slap him.” There’s a softening, however, in my relationship with Tamara as she tells me of the times she has felt frustrated as a mother and has regretted her actions.

At home that evening, I remember the teachings on Beginning Anew from Dharma teacher Lyn Fine. First, flower watering: saying something true that is nourishing to the recipient. Second, expressing beneficial regret. Third, stating one’s intention to prevent similar actions. I write my letter. The next day I read it to Mateus:

“I like the powerful way you play the drums and sing to the music. I enjoy your drum concerts. I am very sorry that I hit you yesterday. I will practice taking good care of my anger so I will be gentle. I want you to be safe with Grandma. Please take good care of your anger. Please use your words when you are angry. I love you, dear grandson.” Mateus replies brightly, “Will you read it again?”

The next Tuesday when Mateus comes to my house, he asks, “Will you tell me when you are getting angry?” “Yes, I will,” I say. When Mateus will not comply with some wish of mine, and I notice anger, I tell him, “I am beginning to get angry.” I expect him to do what I want. I try this several times, until I have the insight: I am expecting a two-year-old to take care of my anger! I need to breathe in and out: “Hello, my anger. I see you are there.” I do my best to breathe and walk, or breathe and sit, until the feeling subsides.

It’s been three years since my outburst, and several times Mateus has asked, “Remember when you hit me, Grandma?” “Yes, I remember,” I say. “I am taking good care of my anger.” I have kept Mateus safe.

We have a meditation cave now, a raised closet in my bedroom with room for two cushions. Our paintings are on the closet walls. We have a bell. Either of us can go to the cave, and no one can bother us there. I do my best to notice my anger. I tell Mateus, “I need to go to the cave to calm myself.” I sit; I breathe for maybe ten breaths. When I return, Mateus sees a smile on my face.

Recently, as I was putting Mateus to bed during an overnight at my house, he told me, “Your whole body is in my heart.”

“I’m very happy to be in your heart,” I replied.

He continued, “And my whole body is in your heart.”

I can be present for Mateus because the Sangha is present for me and in me. Thay’s teachings show us the way. I cherish these gifts.

RELATIONSHIP DHARMA

Janelle Combelic

I sit on the patio across the table from my housemate of three weeks, Carol. A vase of orange and white cosmos, pink zinnias, and blue salvia sits on the table, while a candle burns in the warm evening breeze. Carol and I sit in silence a few moments with our eyes closed, and then I invite the bell. This is our first session of Beginning Anew together.

We are renting a big old house together in the middle of town—she, escaping from the dissolution of a twenty-five-year marriage; I, leaving the refuge of my mother’s house a block away. We don’t know each other very well, and before we moved in together I told Carol I wanted to have a weekly “house meeting” to do a practice called Beginning Anew.

I know myself well enough by now (there are blessings to growing older) to accept that I like things done a certain way. I have extremely high standards for myself and everyone else. This is a blessing in my work as an editor, but it’s a curse in my relationships. I also tend to hold things in, especially irritation, hurt, and anger. I would rather hold in those emotions than hurt someone’s feelings. When something bothers me—like dirty dishes in the sink, clutter on the dining table, or a messy cupboard—I don’t speak, I seethe.

Moving in with Carol I knew that I needed some formal process for resolving whatever differences might arise. Little did I realize that the process of Beginning Anew would produce miracle after miracle and become in itself an essential part of my spiritual practice.

Doing the Practice

While Carol and I sit silently in our backyard, serenaded by robins and finches, I focus on my breath and hope that I might speak the words that need to be spoken while holding back those that do not. A deep peace fills me.

We begin.

On a piece of paper I have written out the four steps, as I understand them:

       1.  Flower watering

       2.  Expressing regrets

       3.  Hurts/anger/peeves

       4.  Asking for help

I take the first turn. Timidly, I look at Carol and tell her what I like and admire about her: her courage in the face of great emotional strain, her devotion to her two young adult children, her sense of humor, her delicious cooking, her easy-going nature. I can tell she is pleased, and when she takes her turn to water my positive seeds, I feel the same. It’s wonderful to be openly appreciated!

Next, I express my regrets. Life has been pretty smooth these first three weeks together, but in my own head the Judge and Jury have convicted my gentle housemate on a variety of counts. Leaving crumbs on the kitchen counter—guilty. Loading the dishwasher wrong—guilty. Speaking to me in the morning when I want to be left alone—guilty. Of course these petty concerns are too silly to mention, so I never say anything to her at the time, and the trial just goes on in my own mind, endlessly. It is exhausting, and also cumulative, as I find the irritation getting closer and closer to the surface as it grows. So I express the regret that I have a very critical mind, and it is a struggle for me to relax and live with a little disorder and with someone else’s habits. Carol then expresses regret that she has been emotional lately, prone to fits of weeping and rage toward her inexplicably cruel ex-husband.

We haven’t quite mastered deep listening yet, so we interrupt and reassure one another that we understand. In later sessions we will use the flower bouquet as a “talking stick” and try not to interrupt. But for two people who love to talk, that’s an ongoing challenge.

Now comes the really hard part: expressing angers and hurts (and pet peeves, of which I have hundreds, thousands). I’m embarrassed to do so, but I mention just a couple of my concerns, mostly involving the kitchen, which doesn’t faze her in the least. She frowns at first, and then smiles. Then it’s her turn, and she says she wishes I weren’t quite so grumpy in the morning. I can live with that.

The fourth step comes to us easily: I ask for help in being more flexible and easygoing; she asks for help being more calm and centered. We stand, both of us glowing, and hug. What’s happened for me is that in the space of forty-five minutes our relationship has deepened from a casual cohabitation to a spiritual friendship. There’s a level of trust between us that came from sharing painful and scary things that might have taken years to establish without this process.

The Blessings of Beginning Anew

Now, because we understand each other better, we have more compassion. Carol tries to accommodate my need for order, and I’ve let go of a lot of my pet peeves. Amazingly, I’m even learning to speak up—skillfully—when something really does bother me.

An even bigger miracle occurred during our third Beginning Anew session. Several weeks had passed since our second session—in spite of our intentions, we don’t manage to do it weekly—and my irritations at small things were eating away at me. On this day, I really needed to do Beginning Anew. It was her turn to start and when she came to the second step, she hesitated a long time. Then she confessed that she had done something she regretted deeply: on her husband’s birthday earlier in the week, with her family celebrating in a nearby restaurant without her, she had started feeling suicidal. While I was at our weekly Sangha meeting, she overindulged in alcohol (neither one of us ordinarily drinks). I knew nothing of any of this until Carol tearfully confided it during Beginning Anew.

Immediately my irritations vanished, to be replaced with a wave of compassion and tenderness. We talked, listening deeply to one another and providing support for each other’s healing. In the sacred space of the ritual, surprising insights arose, as if the process took us to a deep place of shared wisdom.

Several months have passed since then, and we are scheduled to do Beginning Anew tomorrow morning. We’ve become rather lax, and we paid for it the other day when we had our first fight. Of course it was over something relatively minor, and we’re both sorry we lost our tempers. We’ve patched it over, but I’m looking forward to working through it more deeply.

Well, it’s not entirely true that I’m looking forward to it. Beginning Anew is not easy, especially for those of us who never learned how to express our anger and hurt. It’s a challenging practice, but one that yields profound results, and not for ourselves alone. “We should live our daily lives,” writes Thay, “so that there is Beginning Anew in every minute. If everyone practices, there is hope for the future. Look deeply to make renewal possible. Sangha building is the most important art for us to learn.”

In our little community of two, I am looking deeply at my expectations, my irritations, and my control issues—the neurotic dance of my mind. Beginning Anew is a powerful tool for manifesting the practice of mindfulness in relationship. It’s allowing me to have more trust and love in my life.

And, a messy kitchen no longer summons the Judge and Jury. I can actually walk through it and smile. Such freedom!
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