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			Praise for Go Slowly, 
Breathe and Smile

			“This beautiful book is a feast for the senses and pure nourishment for the soul.”

			—Tara Brach, author of Radical Acceptance

			“These simple and deep words from Thich Nhat Hanh interwoven into the delightfully tender and colorful collages by Rashani Réa have made the living dharma available to the mainstream.”

			—Peter Russell, author of The Global Brain

			“I am very happy Rashani has put together this wonderful book of her art with Thây’s sayings for you to benefit from and enjoy.”

			—Sister Chân Không, author of Learning True Love

			“Thich Nhat Hanh said, ‘The more you understand, the more you love. The more you love, the more you understand.’ Seeing Rashani’s stunning collages, I have the distinct feeling that I’m understanding and loving the moment in a way I hadn’t before. Her art and this book will grow your capacity to understand, and your capacity to love.”

			—Dawna Markova, author of Living a Loved Life

			“What a rare treat when the delicacy of images amplifies an already profound message! Rashani’s extraordinary collages perfectly mirror Thich Nhat Hanh’s simple yet powerful teachings. An exquisite collection.”

			—James Baraz, author of Awakening Joy

			“Thich Nhat Hanh writes, ‘Our own life has to be the message.’ Thây’s life has touched millions in this world—a message of peace, interbeing, love, and present-moment awareness. Rashani’s life, like her art, also conveys a beautiful message of truth. This book is a celebration of the beauty and radiance of each expression, each grain of true golden sand.”

			—Dorothy Hunt, author of Ending the Search: From Spiritual Ambition to the Heart of Awareness

			“Thich Nhat Hanh’s message is not only deceptively simple and deeply true, it’s also beautiful, elegant, and poetic. Rashani’s art perfectly complements Thây’s poetic words. Both tap deeply into the web of life that underlies and connects all. In Go Slowly, Breathe and Smile, Thây and Rashani lift the veil a little and offer us a glimpse of the Way.”

			—Paul Tingen, author of Miles Beyond: The Electric Explorations of Miles Davis

			“Go Slowly, Breathe and Smile is simply beautiful. As a profoundly co-creative interaction, it touches my heart, inspires my spirit, and gives me faith in existence.”

			—Carol Stewart, The Mystery School, Nelson, British Columbia

			“Go slowly, breathe and smile; and allow Rashani’s beautiful art and Thich Nhat Hanh’s deeply wise sayings to accompany you along the way.”

			—Joan Halifax, author of Standing at the Edge
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			To my partner—a luminous, loving gift of grace,

			 

			my parents who taught me the difference 

			 

			between looking and seeing,

			 

			my brother who taught me to question,

			 

			my son who taught me to listen

			 

			and to Thich Nhat Hanh

			 

			who taught so many of us how to love.

			 

			 

			—Rashani Réa
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			Foreword 

			Joan Halifax

			When we walk slowly, the world appears more clearly. We see the fine detail of fern and flower, as well as devastation and disruption. We often hurry because we don’t want to see. We’re afraid to let our senses touch the body of suffering or the body of beauty. Too often we feel as if we have to exhale all the time. The inhale is essential, but then we can exhale.

			Our culture celebrates activity. The public performance of busyness is how we demonstrate that we’re important. The more people see us as tired and over-stretched, the more they think we must be indispensable. The truth is the opposite. There is nowhere to go and nothing to do. If we just practice this, we find ourselves in each moment. This is where we discover wholeheartedness and true freedom.

			One day in Joshua Tree, an artist turned to me and, with a certain amount of wonder, said, “Everything is in the right place.” Maybe as an artist she had some kind of impulse to change things “artistically.” Or maybe she recognized the “miracle of this moment,” and had let go into the perfection of that moment just as it was. She let go into the music of the natural world and, in her surrender, experienced that she too was a part of it, that she was in the right place. We can’t be forced into this deep experience of letting go. We only arrive there by relaxing into what Thich Nhat Hanh calls “the miracle of being awake.”

			In the mid-1960s in the midst of war and social breakdown, I was inspired reading Lotus in a Sea of Fire, by Thich Nhat Hanh, about his efforts to broker an understanding between both sides of the Vietnam War. Then in March 1966, I was one of the 20,000 people who marched for peace down New York City’s Fifth Avenue, as was Thich Nhat Hanh. Twenty years later, I traveled to Plum Village, his community in France, to meet him, and later that year, he came to the Ojai Foundation, the retreat center in California where I was director. He came again in 1987 to lead a retreat for artists.

			I met Rashani around the same time. She attended a shamanic council at the Ojai Foundation, during which I facilitated an adoption ceremony for her with Brooke Medicine Eagle. She was vibrantly alive with a love for the dharma and wanted to share it through her art and music. Afterward, she hand-lettered a small book of my words, titled Dance Awake the Dream, and printed a few hundred copies. Rashani is an artistic pioneer, gracing the world with her prolific dharma art. Since we met in the early 1980s, she has continued to bring timeless wisdom teachings alive. The latest is this lovely book of her dharma art with Thich Nhat Hanh’s wise sayings.

			Thich Nhat Hanh was my teacher for fifteen years, and I was ordained a Dharmacharya in the Order of Interbeing, which he founded, in 1990. His style was unlike that of any other Zen teacher I’d met. I’d describe it as more feminine. There was a softness, and at the same time I found his explications of the teachings of the Buddha to be lucid, and his emphasis on engaged Buddhism extremely inspiring.

			Today, more than any other time in human history, we are living in a kind of intimacy that can destroy or liberate. Earth-shattering weapons can find their targets within minutes, diseases spread like wildfires, and our lies and delusions contaminate the minds of millions instantaneously through the media.

			At the same time, in the same instant, we can reach endless communities and individuals with acts of compassion, making peace by strengthening values and behaviors based in compassion and wisdom. We can nurture cultures of peace by transforming our own lives through kindness, compassion, and wisdom. We can work actively for economic justice, racial equality, environmental protection, human rights, and the rights of nature and all beings. To get there, we have to work with our own suffering and the suffering in our communities, the environment, and the world. We all live under each other’s skin, and now more than ever, it’s intolerable to turn away from injustice, corruption, violence, hatred, greed, and delusion.

			In 1966, in the wake of a violent war that had raged for a quarter century, a war that left 1.5 million of his people dead and forests defoliated across his tropical homeland, Vietnamese Buddhist monk and renowned peace activist Thich Nhat Hanh founded a new Order. He called it the Tiep Hien Order, the Order of Interbeing. His teachings reveal the depth of the suffering he has witnessed and felt throughout his life—and the depth of his compassion.

			Take nothing on faith, the Buddha taught. Ehipassiko, come see for yourself. Cultivate discernment and disarmament. Truth is wherever your foot is placed. Look deeply and see the universe in the dust beneath your feet. Penetrate the present moment deeply. Go slowly, breathe and smile. Allow Rashani’s beautiful art and Thich Nhat Hanh’s deeply wise sayings to accompany you along the way.

			Joan Halifax

			Santa Fe, New Mexico

			September 2021
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			Artist’s Introduction

			Rashani Réa

			From a young age, I have been continually inspired by music and art. I loved listening to Joan Baez, Miriam Makeba, Odetta, Bob Dylan, Pete Seeger, and others who used music to raise consciousness for social change. I was also drawn to and deeply influenced by the silkscreen prints of Sister Corita Kent, a radical Catholic nun, artist, and advocate for justice. Sister Corita educated people through her art—addressing poverty, racial injustice, gender inequality, and war. She was called “the joyous revolutionary” by the artist Ben Shahn.

			Through example, with her love, tender fierceness, and dedication, Sister Corita taught me that art and beauty are inseparable from spirituality and activism. I had the opportunity to study with one of her students during my first year of high school, and my passion for calligraphy and collage was ignited. I loved the interplay of words, images, and color and the ways that Sister Corita integrated social and spiritual messages. In 1984, I went to visit her to thank her for being such a profound influence in my life. She looked at my portfolio quietly for about twenty-five minutes. Then she simply nodded and smiled, saying, “Yes. One day the world will know your art.”

			First There Is a Miracle, 
Then There Is No Miracle, Then There Is

			Thanks to my wonderful parents, I’ve been aware of injustice since I was a child. At age eleven, I marched with Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. in East Palo Alto, California, and donated my artwork to help pass Proposition 14, to prevent landlords from denying housing because of ethnicity, marital status, religion, sex, or disability. At sixteen, as a personal offering of peace, amidst a raging war in Vietnam, I sold my artwork to raise money for a Vietnamese boy who had lost both his arms and a leg in a US bombing. I printed two thousand copies of drawings I’d made and went door-to-door, soliciting donations for the Committee of Responsibility to help defray the cost of three artificial limbs.

			The Committee of Responsibility (COR) was formed in 1966 and was composed of medical personnel, scientists, clergy, and citizens who were concerned with the plight of the Vietnamese children, innocent victims of a senseless war. COR organizers provided direct medical aid by bringing children to the US for treatment and rehabilitation.

			Thich Nhat Hanh

			When I was seventeen, my family left the United States. Three years later, we moved to the Languedoc region of France, where I lived for the next eighteen years, raising my son while renovating a seventeenth-century stone house, tower, and barn. I often visited a Buddhist center in the Dordogne; La Communauté de l’Arche, a Christian community based on Gandhian principles; Le Bonfin, a center for Christian renewal; and Taizé, an ecumenical pilgrimage site, which focused on youth. What I loved most about all these centers was the singing, chanting, and inclusion of children and young adults.

			In the mid-1980s, I began hearing about a wonderful Vietnamese poet and Zen master, Thich Nhat Hanh, called Thây by his students. He had established a retreat center less than two hours’ drive from our home. It was called Village des Pruniers, “Plum Village.” Not long after, during a retreat in California, I met a man who had just returned from Plum Village, and he told me that the center’s daily program included “singing meditation.” He quoted Thây saying, “Any family that has forgotten how to sing is in dire trouble.”

			One of the most renowned spiritual leaders of our time, Thich Nhat Hanh was born in central Vietnam in 1926 and was ordained a Buddhist monk at the age of sixteen. During the war in Vietnam, he spent most of his time in the US and France, meeting with diplomats and heads of state, church leaders, and peace activists. Exiled from Vietnam after the war, he was granted asylum in France. After hearing about him, I began reading his book The Miracle of Mindfulness, and a flame lit up within me. I wanted to meet this humble and remarkable man who Martin Luther King Jr. had called “an apostle of peace and nonviolence.”

			Village des Pruniers

			In the spring of 1987, I ventured forth from my home on a small motorbike and drove along the meandering French roads, embraced by walnut and plum orchards, tobacco and sunflower fields, and vineyards, through and around ancient medieval villages and small towns. Tied on the back of my motorbike was a small frame drum and a backpack. When I arrived at Plum Village, the first thing I saw was a handmade wooden sign that read “Go slowly, breathe and smile.”

			I was lovingly welcomed by a community of monks, nuns, lay practitioners, and beautiful children, and later that day I was invited to sing for the sangha/community. There I was, in a grove of oak trees, surrounded by a sea of beautiful Vietnamese and Western people who were living the simple teachings of their beloved teacher. Thây was encouraging us to discover inner peace and freedom by focusing on each unique moment and realizing the interdependent nature of all things, which he called “interbeing.” From that day on, my life has never been the same.

			Since age fifteen, I’ve been a song gatherer and songwriter and experience a sense of bliss when singing devotional songs or chanting in various languages with different groups of people. Whether the songs or chants are Christian, Jewish, Native American, Hawaiian, Maori, Pagan, Buddhist, Sikh, Sufi, or Vedic, I always have the same direct experience of interbeing, in which the sense of self and other dissolves and all that remains is grace, spaciousness, and pure Being—a profound sense of intimacy and interconnection.

			While singing at Plum Village, I gazed into countless gentle eyes and saw tears pouring down the cheeks of many. Over time, I learned how many of these soft-spoken people had escaped their war-torn country, experiencing the trauma of war and leaving their land on a rickety boat on the open sea. Despite still feeling the aftermath of shock, these people found cause for celebration at Plum Village. The simple gift of being alive was enough for them to give thanks and celebrate. I witnessed profound suffering transformed into compassion, gratitude, and present-moment awareness. Grief and despair became doorways for awakening.

			The Power of Music

			Thây believed that folk songs had kept his people alive during the war. A friend of mine, who went to Vietnam as part of a group of nurses and doctors to assist those whose villages had been destroyed, told me about one village that had been brutally bombed. Everyone was forced to evacuate on a moment’s notice. Each person was allowed to take only two small bags. They traveled hundreds of miles on foot until they reached the next village. One of the elders had brought the handlebar of an old bicycle, and with great love, determination, and perseverance, he drilled holes in the metal and created a flute.

			For hours at a time, he would play traditional folk melodies on his rusty flute, songs most of the villagers knew well. As these grieving families sought safety, having left behind all they’d known, they sang together and rekindled their resilience and spirit of hope. Others carved flutes out of bamboo, and the children used rocks and sticks as percussion instruments. Gradually, an orchestra was born. This story conveys the irrepressible spirit of the Vietnamese people. Thây consistently teaches that peace and equanimity are independent of outer circumstances.

			At Plum Village, something nameless and imperishable opened inside me. I found refuge in my own Being, and the fruit of my daily practice was an ineffable joy and unstoppable outpouring of creativity.

			Take Refuge in the Moment

			I began writing songs and poems inspired by Thich Nhat Hanh’s teachings. With his permission, I set his poetry to music and, as a gift to the many Vietnamese children, women, and men who touched my life deeply at Plum Village, I spent several days in a small church near Plum Village with other sangha members, recording an album titled Take Refuge in the Moment.

			Three months later, the album was completed. I hand-lettered the insert card and sent the first copy to Thây and his beloved colleague Sister Chân Không, who has always reminded me of Sister Corita, with her inexhaustible, kindhearted activism and hope for world peace. She has a fierce and extremely effective compassion. I see Sister Chân Không as an embodiment of Kuan Yin, the goddess of mercy and compassion “who hears the cries of the world.”

			I received a handwritten note from Sister Chân Không, thanking me for the beautiful renditions of Thây’s poems. They had listened to the album several times and were touched by the beauty and quality of the recording and the presence of the living dharma, which they could feel throughout the music. She and Thây invited me to share my songs at the beginning of Thây’s talks at Plum Village and at their upcoming retreats throughout the US. It was a great honor to receive such an invitation and a life-changing experience to share my songs with hundreds of people at the beginning of Thây’s dharma talks.

			The following year, Sister Chân Không and I recorded an album together called A Rose for You, The Buddha to Be, a collection of songs by Thây, sung in Vietnamese by Sister Chân Không. After each song, I read the English translation accompanied by koto (a long zither with thirteen strings), ocarina (an ancient wind instrument), and shakuhachi flute.

			Bells of Mindfulness

			I made my first book of collages at the age of fourteen, and several others during high school. I didn’t touch colored paper again for eighteen years—until after meeting Thây. Then, in 1988, grieving the death of my mother, I created a series of collages incorporating words by Thây, Rumi, and Hildegard von Bingen. For hours at a time, I tore and cut colored paper and hand-lettered inspiring, simple quotes—to remind me of my purpose for being alive.

			I didn’t create those first collages to share with others but as guides and reminders for my personal healing journey. Day after day, week after week, while my teenage son was at school, I sat alone in our small apartment and designed collages. Grief became my fuel and my medicine. After meeting Thây, a profound alchemy occurred. Grace had entered my life unexpectedly.

			The following spring, I arrived at Plum Village with the original, hand-lettered collages. Thây invited me into his small cabin for a cup of tea, and I placed twenty-one of these dharma collages on his table. As he slowly looked at each image, his face lit up. He loved the colors and the way I’d interwoven his words and abstract designs. I told him I had designed them as colorful reminders that peace is ever-present, regardless of circumstances. He acknowledged my constellation of collages as visual, silent bells of mindfulness. At Plum Village, a bell of mindfulness sounds at regular intervals as a reminder to return to our inner sanctum of peace.

			He saw the collages as a beautiful way to remind people to touch peace. Later, when they were printed and distributed widely as note cards, he was delighted.

			Order of Interbeing

			After that, I returned to Plum Village often and continued to write songs and poems inspired by Thich Nhat Hanh’s teachings and by what I witnessed and experienced in the community. Over the next several years, I recorded several albums of “Soetry” (songs and poetry) inspired by Thây’s teachings.

			During the winter months, there were fewer people at Plum Village. We would huddle closely around a small wood stove, sharing meals in silence and keeping ourselves warm. I was drawn to the simple lifestyle and spent hours in the gardens and walking between the upper and lower hamlets and to and from the nearby villages, taking refuge in each breath. “Emptiness” was no longer a concept but had become a living reality.

			In the summer of 1990, there was a month-long retreat at Plum Village on the subject of “Cultivating the Mind of Love.” During the retreat, many Westerners joined the Order of Interbeing, founded by Thây during the war in Vietnam. It’s a community of monastics and laypeople who commit to living in accord with fourteen mindfulness trainings, a distillation of the bodhisattva path of awakening. The Order of Interbeing emphasizes “nonattachment from views, and direct experimentation on the nature of interdependent origination through meditation, appropriateness, and skillful means.”

			The fourteen guidelines are exquisite. That fall, Thây invited me to become a member, and I said yes. A date was set for the ceremony, and the nuns sewed my ceremonial brown jacket by hand. Two of us took the precepts that day and celebrated with a lovely warm, silent dinner at the Lower Hamlet, followed by sharing songs.

			Emptiness

			Thây poetically described how everything arises in dependence upon multiple conditions and causes—and that nothing exists as an independent, singular entity. He carefully explained “interdependent co-arising”—the understanding that everything is interrelated, co-evolving, and co-arising. He calls this “interbeing.” One particular dharma talk profoundly changed my life, instantly transforming my entire perception of—and interaction with—what I had previously understood and experienced as “reality.”

			He explained that to be “empty” means that we have to be empty of something. “So, what are we empty of?” he gently asked the sangha.

			We are empty of a separate self. And since we are empty of a separate identity, we are mysteriously filled with everything! “Emptiness” is not a void, but a richly intricate, interpenetrating fullness. To embody this realization is to live intimately with all things—to see the universe as our own true self and to discover how compassion arises effortlessly and spontaneously from this “true emptiness.”

			No Coming, No Going

			Thây invited me into his cabin again and handed me a sheet of paper on which he had handwritten a poem and asked if I would set it to music. It’s called “The Song of No Coming and No Going.” He said, “This is the kind of song we need to sing at the bedsides of our loved ones who are dying.”

			As he handed me the poem, it felt as though he was handing me sunlight, rivers, clouds, and all of creation. Rain and snow, wind, wood pulp, and the cry of every tree felled by human tools and machines. The entire cosmos in a simple sheet of paper. He silently and lovingly offered me the impermanence, emptiness, interdependence, and mutability of all physical matter and the many non-paper elements that had made it possible for this single piece of paper to be.

			Although he had been sharing about “interbeing” and “emptiness” for years, this was the first time I understood and touched the countless non-paper elements that are in every sheet of paper.

			No Religion and All Religions

			Less than a year after I set Thây’s poem to music, my father fell in a friend’s garden and went into a coma with a serious brain hemorrhage. After several days in intensive care, he was taken by ambulance to a small hospice near the village of Lacoste, where my brother was living.

			My brother and I took turns spending time with him. My night shift was during the full moon. Sensing that it might be the last night of his life, I held my father’s hand and sang to him for several hours as the moon moved across the sky. I could hear sobbing and cries of anguish coming from the other rooms. That depth of lamentation was very familiar to me.

			One of the hospice nurses walked in as I was singing “The Song of No Coming and No Going.” She stood silently as the words filled the moonlit room. A small onyx and silver crucifix hung loosely around her neck. Bewildered by the peacefulness in the room, she asked, “De quelle religion êtes-vous?” What religion are you? “No religion,” I replied, “and all religions.” We both smiled. “I’m simply choosing to be present,” I said, “and presence does not depend on any religion, tradition, or belief.”

			She returned every half-hour to suction liquid from my father’s lungs. There was no longer a veil of dogma separating us from the miracle of each unfolding moment. We shared a sacred communion—witnessing the final breaths of a beautiful man who happened to be my father. Unbound presence became the holy sacrament. The eloquence of spilled moonlight sang silently with signs of grace.

			Deathlessness

			Amidst the ever-changing dance of form and emptiness, I glimpsed deathlessness. I had been an assistant to Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, a pioneer in near-death studies and the creator of the five stages of grief, but it wasn’t until I met Thây that I began to understand death and “deathlessness.” Just as paper is made of elements that are not paper, grief is made of that which is not grief. The same is true of anger, confusion, sadness, and despair. When we deconstruct what appears to be fixed and shift into direct experiencing, we no longer rely on labels. We begin to see that what appeared to be solid is actually a composite of many things, a dynamic, ever-changing process, mutable as a wave and ungraspable as the wind.

			At Plum Village, I discovered that, when I could simply be with whatever was actually occurring—pleasant or unpleasant, joyous or painful—without needing the circumstances to change, a mysterious alchemy occurred. I came to realize that all emotions and sensations can be experienced very differently in the presence of mindfulness.

			Prior to meeting Thây, I had lost my brother and mother and miscarried a child. During the first few years I spent time with Thây, I lost five more family members. With simple, compassionate inquiry, I began to welcome the grief I was feeling and began to see it as a doorway, an opening into my essential nature of no-birth and no-death.

			I have interwoven simple teachings and insights into various inquiries and practices. As a grief whisperer and death doula, I am grateful for the privilege of holding space for and bearing witness to infinite expressions of grief and for being reminded—and reminding others, again and again—of the resilience and radiance of the human spirit. This boundless gratitude was birthed at Plum Village.

			Inescapable Network of Mutuality

			There was little talk at Plum Village about dogmatic beliefs. The main focus was co-creating sangha, practicing mindfulness together and remembering the interrelated structure of reality. This remarkable village is a living reminder that all beings are, as Martin Luther King Jr. said, “caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny.”

			In an interview, Thây said, “I think that the Buddha is already here. If you are mindful enough you can see the Buddha in anything, especially in the sangha. The twentieth century was the century of individualism, but we don’t want that anymore. Now we try to live as a community. We want to flow like a river, not a drop of water. The river will surely arrive at the ocean, but a drop of water may evaporate halfway. That’s why it is possible for us to recognize that the presence of the Buddha is the here and now. I think that every step, every breath, every word that is spoken or done in mindfulness—that is the manifestation of the Buddha. Don’t look for the Buddha elsewhere. It is in the art of living mindfully every moment of your life.”

			As the years passed, more and more people arrived at Plum Village, people from different cultures and spiritual traditions. Thây repeatedly asked us to not take notes during his dharma talks. He said that taking notes was like trying to catch rain in a bucket. “Let yourself be drenched by the Dharma,” he suggested one day.

			I remember when Thây introduced us to the word “wishlessness.” I first discovered and delighted in wishlessness as a child but had forgotten about it. It is not a transient state, nor is it dependent on inner or outer circumstances. It is the actual condition of experience itself, before any effort is made to change it. I love this word, wishlessness. There’s something about the word or the way it was spoken by Thây, or maybe the way the wind was blowing when I first heard it. It captures, for me, the sentient essence of every being.

			The “Living Dharma” was luminously alive and well, and I was drenched in its vastness.

			Creating This Book

			The two bookmarks and all of the hand-lettered collages in Go Slowly, Breathe and Smile were designed in 1987 and 1988. All the others, using computer fonts, were designed in recent years, after I broke my thumb and could no longer do hand lettering.

			As I review these early, hand-lettered images, I’m touched by the innocence in each image, which mirror to me a tender vulnerability. The collages in this book were created during the past thirty-three years. They were not originally created for publication but were a spontaneous outpouring of love for Thây, Sister Chân Không, and the beautiful Vietnamese and Western children, women, and men I’d met at Plum Village. They were—and still are—also part of my own healing process.

			It is with joy and gratitude that I share these collages featuring Thich Nhat Hanh’s wisdom sayings. On the page preceding each collage are his words reflecting that image. Perhaps choose one or two a day and integrate them into your practice. The words are both inspiring and practical. May they reverberate through you like bells of mindfulness.

		

	
		
			The Art Within the Art 

			Nel Houtman

			During a phone call with Rashani a few days after Thich Nhat Hanh was hospitalized in 2014, she exclaimed, “Thây was here, in my garden. I felt his presence so strongly!” At the time, we didn’t know if Thây would stay with us in his physical body or not. Before it was clear that he would recover, there was a strong energy of gratefulness, prayers, appreciation, and stillness waving through Plum Village and sanghas throughout the world. It was as if we were still receiving deeper, silent teachings from Thây—as if his legacy was once more realized and collectively embodied.

			I see this book as one of those markers of eternal wisdom from Thich Nhat Hanh and, therefore, from and for all of us. Thây expresses ancient Buddhist teachings in a language that captures the Heart and Mind at once, and like Thây, Rashani distills and demystifies teachings of enlightenment and awakening.

			Through Rashani’s art, the ability to “hear” the core wisdom of Thây’s teachings is given to all of us, and the Living Dharma ripples out. The uniqueness of her Art is her ability to capture the essence of words in a visual realm, the place where essence is broken open in gentle, soft earthy colors and forms, feathers from birds, and hand-torn paper—guiding us into unlimited space. This Art is Rashani’s Dharma. Through beauty and her way of shibui, Rashani invites us to connect with mindfulness here and Now.

			Many years ago, when a journalist asked Thây if he could stop working in the garden so he would have more time to write beautiful poems, Thây responded, “Without a garden, there would be no poems. They inter-are.” This wisdom of Interbeing is also deeply understood by Rashani. Without building temples, kitchens, and homes, without her animal companions and gardens, without the ever-growing sangha coming and going from her sanctuary in Hawai‘i, there are no beautiful  collages.

			Rashani—who has planted and cares for more than five thousand trees and plants—is often asked, “Why don’t you put in drip irrigation systems so you have more time?” Her reply is, “More time for What?” Nurturing the earth is the most sacred seva/meditation for Rashani and is inseparable from, and fuels, her boundless creativity.

			Another kinship we meet in this book is the social activist in Rashani. Her rebellious heart-mind met Thây’s engaged Buddhism and embraced it wholeheartedly, because it mirrored the world she has understood since early childhood. So, the poems and wisdom sayings of Thây and the collages of Rashani breathe the same passion—the passion to change the world into a more peaceful place.

			At a ceremony in France, Thây gave Rashani the dharma name “True Golden Sand” to express, I believe, this earthy, shimmering, dervish-like energy—this passion for true love—which we also find in the poems of Rumi and which is the fountain in Rashani’s Art. True Love is at the core of Thây’s teachings. To see and meet the Beloved in all expressions of the Universe, in a cup of tea as much as in every step on Mother Earth. This book, Go Slowly, Breathe and Smile, is a testimony of this love.

		

	
		
			Note to the Reader 

			On the right-hand page: you will find wisdom sayings, including poems and practices, by Thich Nhat Hanh within collages (dharma art) by Rashani Réa.

			And to the left of each artwork: there are additional thoughts about that wisdom saying by Thich Nhat Hanh.

		

	
		
			 

			The good news

			They do not print.

			The good news

			We do print.

			We have a special edition every moment.

			The good news is that you are alive.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			We are only real when we are one with our breathing—our walking, our eating—

			and it is then that everything around us becomes real.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			Ask yourself

			What nourishes joy in me?

			What nourishes joy in others?

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			Everyone knows you need to have mud for lotuses to grow. Suffering is a kind of mud that we need in order to generate joy and happiness. 

			We have to learn how to embrace and cradle our own suffering and the suffering of the world, with a lot of tenderness.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			People usually consider walking on water 

			or in thin air to be a miracle.

			But every day we’re engaged in miracles 

			we don’t even notice:

			the blue sky, the white clouds, the eyes of a child.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			There is no way to peace.

			Peace is the way.

			There is no way to joy.

			Joy is the way.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			To meditate is to be aware of what is going on—

			in our bodies, our feelings, our mind, 

			and in the world.

			When we settle in the present moment, we can see

			the beauty and wonder right before our eyes.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			Each step you take, 

			you are touching the whole Earth.

			When you touch with that awareness,

			you liberate yourself from many afflictions 

			and wrong views.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			This body is not me.

			I am not limited by this body.

			I am life without boundaries.

			I have never been born, and I have never died.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			In Buddhism, knowledge is regarded 

			as an obstacle to understanding.

			If we take one thing to be the truth and cling to it, even if the truth itself comes and knocks at our door, we won’t open it.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			Your body needs you,

			your perceptions need you,

			your feeling needs you.

			Your suffering needs you to acknowledge it.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			If you love someone,

			make yourself available to him or her.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			My actions are my only true belongings.

			All that is dear to me and everyone I love 

			are of the nature to change.

			My actions are the ground on which I stand.

			 

			This is the fifth of the Buddha’s Five Remembrances. It is a bell of mindfulness that can help us appreciate deeply the wonders of life that are available here and now.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			Breathing in, I calm my body.

			Breathing out, I smile.

			Dwelling in the present moment,

			I know this is a wonderful moment.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			Part 2 
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			Go Slowly, Breathe and Create 

			Mobi Warren

			The collages of Rashani cradling the words of Thich Nhat Hanh serve as meditation mandalas, an invitation to look deeply. Each collage breathes in a way that encourages me to return to my own breath. Rashani’s choices of shape and color, rhythm and pattern, seem at once spontaneous and inevitable. Each image is as fresh as a young child’s face, and when I rest my eyes on her art, I feel the way I do when looking at a leaf or a stone, seeing in each the unique and transient expression of uncountable, converging elements.

			Art has a special potency to move and awaken. Reading this book, I found myself reflecting on the role the arts play in creating community across perceived boundaries, and especially how the arts serve a central role in the international sangha of Thich Nhat Hanh. This book moved me to open a drawer and lift out a small object tucked there.

			In my hands, I hold a small, finely crafted, crocheted pouch the color of goldenrod flowers. The stitching is delicate and must have been made with the thinnest of crochet hooks. The ends of the drawstring woven through the lacy opening of the pouch hold two tiny yarn dolls with flared skirts that suggest the joy of dance. They remind me of rag dolls my grandmother and mother sewed for me when I was a young child.

			This small pouch was made in a place of sorrow, crafted in a den of injustice nearly fifty years ago by a Vietnamese woman, a prisoner in one of Saigon’s notorious jails during the Vietnam War. Like many young women in jail, she was likely arrested for organizing or participating in a peace rally. Several women, perhaps herself, had young children when they were arrested. The authorities threw the children in prison along with their mothers.

			Buddhist monks and nuns did their best to visit these prisoners, bringing gifts when allowed of fruit and medicine, and sometimes yarn and crochet needles so the women might have something to do with their hands. I know from my own knitting that handwork nurtures a mindful peace, as well as a sense of comforting agency when one can create something of beauty to give to someone else. That I should have been the someone else to receive this little drawstring purse was humbling.

			I have never placed anything inside it. Instead, it has held the emptiness that Thich Nhat Hanh’s words and Rashani’s images reveal—the emptiness that breathes the universe and makes it possible. In the soft hollow of this golden pouch, I see a woman, jail, war, compassion, all the elements that produced the yarn, the rhythm of a woman’s hands, hunger, suffering, hope, a woman reaching out in thanks for the smallest of kindnesses.

			The kindness I proffered? At age nineteen, I joined a fast to raise awareness of the plight of prisoners in Vietnam and wrote a poem about a prisoner I had read about—a student peace activist named Nguyen thi Yen. Shortly afterwards, in the fall of 1973, I became a volunteer with the Vietnamese Buddhist Peace Delegation, the community in Paris led by Thich Nhat Hanh and Sister Chân Không that served as a liaison between Buddhist peace, reconstruction, and reconciliation efforts in Vietnam and supporters throughout Europe and America. Sister Chân Không helped me send a small sum of money my parents had given me as a birthday present to assist the families of prisoners. She also sent my poem to Vietnam and a Buddhist monk there translated my English into Vietnamese and shared it in a newsletter. This is the original poem:

			[image: ]

			Some months later, we received a package from Vietnam. Enclosed was a small present, crocheted by a woman prisoner. The goldenrod pouch is just large enough to slip in a small orange, peach, or tangerine. The woman who crocheted it was not the Sister Yen of my poem. But then, of course, she was. As I am. As you are. Braided in our suffering and compassion for one another. Something artfully and mindfully crafted can serve as a poignant and powerful gesture to bind one human to another.
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			As Rashani’s luminous collages reveal, the arts have always been present in the heart of Thây’s teaching, and I am grateful she has collected and illustrated Thây’s wisdom in this exquisite book. I love her suggestion that one might choose to read one or two pages a day, how each image and saying might serve as a pathway to awareness.

			Slowly going through this book, page by page, has reminded me how the practice of mindful awareness and compassion expressed in song, poetry, calligraphy, dance…wove through every day I lived with the Delegation. Washing a dish as if bathing the baby Buddha; holding a teacup fragrant with the ginger slice Thây liked to add to the teapot; scrubbing our clothes in the bathtub; arranging flower stems in a vase—these were all acts of art, participation in creative and necessary ritual. Long days often ended with us sitting in a circle singing ca dao, Vietnamese folk songs, and reciting poems. Sister Huong might be folding origami or embroidering flowers on clothes she hand-sewed or carving buttons from a fist of olive wood. Brother Sau might don a sombrero and croon his favorite song about Mexico or tell a joke to make us laugh. Every day I spent with the delegation was infused with all manner of art, with the joy of artful living that has the power to soothe sorrow.

			And, of course, the impetus to create something, whether a crocheted purse or the way one holds a teacup or sings a song, is rooted in the most basic and original creative act, the act of breathing. Inhale. Exhale. Breath is the creative desire of the cosmos, the unending waves of birth and death, of no-birth and no-death, the river and sea that holds us all. All the innumerable, shifting forms of life.

			I eventually returned to my home state of Texas. I became an oral tradition storyteller and puppeteer in an art museum and told Thây’s version of the Vietnamese creation story in the museum’s Asian wing to dozens of school groups. I shared how a sky goddess and a sea dragon, from such different and seemingly irreconcilable realms, became the loving parents of the first one hundred Vietnamese.

			For years I have led poetry walks in natural areas, inspired by Thây’s walking meditation. These are mindfulness walks, with pauses to sit on the earth that culminate in participants’ writing and sharing poems. A central impetus for these walks is the grief many of us carry over the human-caused loss of biodiversity on our precious planet. The poetry walks are an invitation to slow down and truly see an insect, a leaf, a cloud; truly hear a bird, a cicada, the wind; inhale the scent of a wildflower, tree bark, a stone in mud. We cannot protect lives and places if we do not first fully see and connect with them.

			In my work as a puppeteer—the art of animating the inanimate—when I allow my mindful breath to enter and move through a puppet, I experience how all things, whether flesh or cloth, are alive, how all things are connected, how all things are composed of the same dancing particles. All this art-making and poetry has been deeply informed and nourished by the years I had the rare opportunity to work closely with Thây Nhat Hanh.

			The flowering of collages by Rashani, the way each image has fallen into just the right shapes and colors to cradle a gem of wisdom, is a testament to how Thây’s teaching and presence enliven the artist in each of us. And of how art transforms and heals.

			Rashani relates how Thây Nhat Hanh told her that he believed folk songs, ca dao, kept the Vietnamese people alive during the war, and I am so moved by the story she relates about the man who transformed a bicycle handlebar into a flute to play those folk songs. I, too, have experienced the irrepressible spirit of those songs. One of my favorite ca dao that we often sang when I lived in France asks who will carry a caged magpie across the river and set it free. The song refers to the practice of purchasing caged animals at market, usually destined for slaughter, and releasing them in order to attain good merit. This might be done to accrue merit for another, such as purchasing live fish caught for the soup pot and releasing them into a river to honor an aged parent’s birthday. I like to think that the magpie is also the creative urge within each person that longs for freedom of expression. In her afterword, Sister Chân Không writes about her own efforts to support artists whose voices had been silenced. She released many caged magpies, the artists, back to freedom just by letting them know they were not forgotten. Surely, each one of us can find magpies close by, or within our own selves, who are longing for the cage door to be opened.

			Rashani’s collages remind me of the cage and magpie, too. Each collage is framed by a rectangle, a boundary. But the imagery and Thây’s words within, both pulsing with life, unlatch the cage door. The river is crossed. The magpie flies to freedom.

			In my hands, I also hold a century-old crochet hook that belonged to my grandmother. Her life was not easy. Her father abandoned the family when she was fourteen and her mother was committed to an asylum. Her younger siblings were sent to an orphanage; she was sent to live with a relative. One day she admired the blouse of a friend and asked where the friend had bought it. The friend scoffed and said she had sewed it herself. My grandmother went home determined to teach herself how to make such a fine and beautiful blouse, and she did. She unleashed her creativity and became gifted in sewing, crocheting, quilting, tatting. She also kept her family intact by staying in close touch with her siblings. When I hold her antique crochet hook, I am in touch with both her suffering and her joy. My grandmother helped me design and sew my first puppet when I was ten years old, a mermaid who enchanted an octopus. I often include a piece of her exquisite tatting in a puppet’s costume. I like to think that in this way my grandmother’s creativity continues to live. She lives in me, in the puppets.

			When my grandmother was ninety-five and dying, my father sat by her bedside and sang her favorite Methodist hymns. She passed to the sound of his resonant and loving bass. When I learned how Rashani sang Thây’s poem “The Song of No Coming and No Going” to her dying father, I was struck by how the intimate experience of singing to a dying parent was mirrored across spiritual traditions. I felt how natural and beautiful a final sharing of song with a loved one is. And I felt an even greater tenderness for this collection of memories, images, and wisdom.

			A goldenrod pouch crocheted by a woman in Vietnam, a crazy quilt with a crocheted edge made by my grandmother—these are sacred inheritances for me. Reminders of how art allows one to touch and transform suffering.

			Thank you, Rashani, for your beautiful art. Thank you, Thây, for your deep wisdom.

			May everyone who holds this book find a way to transform suffering, personal and planetary.

			May any magpies caged in your heart fly to freedom and experience joy.

			Go Slowly, Breathe and Create.

		

	
		
			 

			Our appointment with life 

			is in the present moment.

			The place of our appointment is right here, 

			in this very place.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			When the Buddha was born, it is said that he took seven steps and a flower appeared under each step. When you practice walking meditation, 

			you can do the same. Visualize a tulip, a gardenia, or a lotus flower blooming under each step as your foot touches the ground, and you will see fields 
of flowers wherever you walk.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			I wrote these lines after hearing about the bombing of Ben Tre and the comment made by an American military man, “We had to destroy the town in order to save it.”

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			Allow yourself to breathe in. Don’t try to force anything, don’t try to intervene, just allow your breathing to take place, and enjoy your 

			in-breath. Your in-breath is a wonder. Just being aware of your breathing, you become present. What a miracle. To meditate means to be there with yourself.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			The French scientist Lavoisier declared, 

			“Nothing is born; nothing dies.” 

			Only when we touch this truth within ourselves, can we transcend the fear of non-being, 

			the fear of annihilation.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh

		

	
		

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
		

	
		
			 

			These lines are from a poem I wrote in 1965 for the young people in the School of Youth for Social Service in Vietnam, who risked their lives every day during the war. I was cautioning them against hating, asking them to remember that man is not our enemy. Our enemy is our anger, hatred, greed, fanaticism, and discrimination. If you can smile with forgiveness, you have great power.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			Many years ago, a Catholic priest organized a public talk for me in Italy. We had time to talk beforehand, and I asked him, “My friend, what is the Holy Spirit to you?” He said that the Holy Spirit is the energy of God, sent by God to us. I found this expression beautiful, and as a Buddhist I could accept it very easily. The Holy Spirit is the kind of energy that helps us be compassionate, healed of our ill-being. In Buddhist circles, we say very much the same thing to describe mindfulness, and our daily practice is to strengthen that energy in us.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			Thanks to impermanence, 

			we can transform suffering into joy.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			Life is filled with suffering, 

			but it is also filled with many wonders,

			like the blue sky, the sunshine,

			and the eyes of a child.

			We must also be in touch with the wonders of life.

			They are within us and all around us, everywhere, any time.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			To be enlightened is always to be enlightened about something. When you look at the blue sky and are aware of it, the sky becomes real, and you become real. That is enlightenment, and enlightenment brings about true life and true happiness.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			When we nourish awareness of the world’s suffering, we feel compassion born of insight.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			After the war in Vietnam, many people fled the country on small boats. We received a letter telling us about a young girl on a small boat who was raped by a Thai sea pirate. After that, she jumped into the ocean and drowned herself. When you learn of something like that, you naturally take the side of the girl. But in my meditation, I saw that if I had been born in the village of the pirate and raised in the same conditions, I am now the pirate. I cannot condemn myself so easily. After a long meditation, I wrote a poem, “Please Call Me by My True Names.” In it there are three people: the twelve-year-old girl, the pirate, and me. Can we look at each other and recognize ourselves in each other? I have so many names. When I hear one of these names, I have to say, “Yes.”

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			Have you ever looked into the eyes of your beloved and asked deeply, “Who are you who takes my suffering as your suffering, my happiness as your happiness, my life as your life? My love, why aren’t you a dewdrop, a butterfly, a bird, or a pine tree?” You need to ask and answer these questions with your whole heart, your whole being.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			The flower is aware of the fact that it contains everything within it, the whole cosmos, and it does not try to become something else. It is the same for you. You have God within you, so you do not have to look for God.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
		

	
		
			 

			If you are a poet, you will see clearly that there is a cloud floating in this sheet of paper. Without a cloud, there will be no rain; without rain, the trees cannot grow; and without trees, we cannot make paper. Suppose we return the rain to the clouds, the sunshine to the sun, and the logger to his mother, then we have no sheet of paper either. This sheet of paper is made up only of “non-paper elements.” And if we return these non-paper elements to their sources, then there can be no paper at all. According to Buddhism, this sheet of paper is empty—empty of “a separate self.” None of these components could exist by itself alone. Each has to coexist, to “inter-be” with everything. “Emptiness” means empty of a separate self. It is full of everything. Impermanence and selflessness are not negative aspects of life, but the very foundations on which life is built.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			Part 3 
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			The Unbroken 

			Rashani Réa

			When the following poem, “The Unbroken,” came to me in December of 1991, I was debilitated with physical pain and impacted with grief, having lost six family members and several friends. I had just left France—my home of eighteen years—and my sixteen-year-old son had recently gone to live with his father in Canada. My aunt, uncle, and father had all died during the previous six months.

			While visiting a friend in California, I had a series of blood tests that confirmed advanced Lyme disease. A group of concerned doctors agreed that, unless I were to take intravenous antibiotics for at least twelve months, I would most likely have less than a year to live. My immune system was extremely weak; I had very little energy, and pain pounded relentlessly throughout my body. I had been in excruciating pain and bedridden off and on for more than ten years, originally from a motorbike accident and later from burning sensations in every joint of my body—interspersed sporadically with chronic fatigue.

			After the sixth death in my family, I felt a shattering throughout my entire being, and suddenly life had little meaning. I had spent time with many people who died and who were dying and had been trained, during my time as an assistant to Dr. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, to remain calm in the presence of death. Yet suddenly, and quite unexpectedly, calmness was nowhere to be found.

			Parentlessness was a vast and empty desert. I attempted with great difficulty to metabolize the sudden deaths of my father, aunt, and uncle. I was finding it difficult, perhaps impossible would be more accurate, to locate a reference point for existence. I circled like a wounded falcon in a current of revolving emptiness, unable to feel the wind that I knew was surrounding and holding me. Life’s meaning, like a frayed prayer flag, had dissolved.

			One night in early December, I was invited to a friend’s house in California, but could not imagine being with even those I loved. My fear was that they would reinforce the montage of who they thought I was, this precarious edifice that was obviously collapsing. I had no words to communicate what was happening. Though it was a great relief to be free from the desire to be someone, apprehension pulsed through my body. Panic alternated with moments of calm inquiry. I watched, with curiosity, the ways in which my ego shuffled the deck of its once-useful strategies, but none of them felt real or worthy of energy.

			By midnight, I was not in the abyss, but had become the abyss itself. After walking for several hours, seeing endless epitaphs in the billions of stars that appeared like luminous bullet holes in a black cloth, I kneeled on the cold earth and sang the comforting poem of Thich Nhat Hanh that I had set to music the previous year: “The Song of No Coming and No Going.”

			I knew the song by heart and had shared it with thousands of people. I had sung it for Vietnamese refugees and watched tears stream from their quiet eyes—as they sat motionless on hand-sewn cushions in the meditation hall at Plum Village. I had sung it to American and French Vietnam veterans and their families and had witnessed soldiers weeping for the first time in decades.

			What use was it, though, to understand deathlessness while my entire life seemed meaningless? I felt like an impostor, a traitor to my sangha. An abrupt upheaval splintered my thoughts into irretrievable fragments. Sitting on the cold earth, singing the familiar words again and again became blatantly incongruent with my inner experience.

			Anything other than what was naturally arising, which was the accumulation of more than two and a half decades of exiled anguish, seemed like a useless escape hatch from the truth, from the aliveness of the moment. This forsaken part of myself, veiled in shame for so many years, was as tender as any beloved.

			The compendium of “I,” of persistent thoughts, gave way to silence. The rind of my being, in its habitual striving, dropped quietly. The compulsion to understand or change what was happening disappeared. The many untruths, which had gathered like dust over the years, revealed themselves and vanished as mysteriously as they had appeared. I was being shape-shifted into and by the unknown, pulverized into ash from the curling stem of incense that I had called my life.

			There was simply a witnessing of raw experience without rejecting or accepting anything. There was nothing to discharge and nothing to resist. The concept of “I” was melting with an unfolding presence into which the sense of “me” and “mine” quietly disappeared. The content of awareness was suddenly less important than the quality of perceiving, and I realized that the part of me that was aware of pain was not experiencing pain. Immersed in open awareness, an undivided seeing suddenly replaced the someone who thought she was seeing and feeling.

			Something greater than fear, perhaps grace, pulled me deeper and deeper into the epicenter of despair and then pushed me out, farther, into nothingness—and in, deeper, and out and in, then in and out, again and again, until there was no distinction between formlessness and form. It took me past all recognizable edges into the fertile emptiness that I had previously been determined to avoid. Denuded by this nameless presence, I watched the exoskeleton of my entire identity collapse into nothing. Or was it everything?

			The strangest part of that unknowable night was that I no longer held a position against, or for, what was happening. There was no need to change anything. I felt oddly at ease. There was nothing to heal, figure out, explain, let go of, or understand. Anger and grief were nowhere to be found. Even the abyss seemed like another concept. The void was shimmering and had become something other than an object of perception.

			I was stillness dancing, yet there was no “I” dancing. There was simply the paradoxical dance of being nothing and everything, the dance of the finite within the infinite, in which we are simultaneously no one, everyone, and someone. In this collision of “clockocracy” and timelessness, all opposites instantly vanished into a seamless entirety.

			I picked up a pen and found a small piece of paper in one of the pockets of my well-worn backpack. I honestly don’t know how this poem made itself onto the paper. It came through and to me as a gift. The fissures in my heart cracked wider until torrents of love flooded through the broken-open places. While laughing and crying, I realized that so much of what I had previously experienced since my brother’s death (when I was twelve years old) was an attempt to hide what I had been conditioned to believe was broken.

			With the last word scribbled in moonlight, I fell into a dreamless sleep that held me for many hours. When I awoke, the world seemed utterly different and totally the same. I had no words to describe what had happened, only a poem, on a crumpled piece of paper, born of moonlight and tears:

		

	
		
			 

			There is a brokenness

			out of which comes the unbroken,

			a shatteredness

			out of which blooms the unshatterable.

			There is a sorrow

			beyond all grief which leads to joy,

			and a fragility

			out of whose depths emerges strength.

			There is a hollow space

			too vast for words

			through which we pass with each loss,

			out of whose darkness

			we are sanctioned into being.

			There is a cry deeper than all sound

			whose serrated edges cut the heart,

			as we break open to the place inside

			which is unbreakable and whole,

			while learning to sing.

		

	
		
			 

			Mindfulness helps us generate the energy 

			of love and understanding. True love has the power to heal and bring meaning to our life.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			Understanding is the very foundation of love. 

			If understanding is not there, no matter how hard you try, you cannot love. You have to understand the other person and by doing so, naturally you will love them.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			“You are me and I am you. It is obvious that we inter-are.” This is the opening line of a poem I wrote during a retreat for psychotherapists in Colorado. It was in response to Fritz Perls’ statement: “You are you, and I am me, and if by chance we meet, that’s wonderful. If not, it couldn’t be helped.”

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			Take the hand of your child and invite her to go out and sit with you on the grass. Breathing and smiling together—that is peace education. If you know how to appreciate these beautiful things, you won’t have to search for anything else. 

			Peace is available in every moment, 

			in every breath, in every step.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			Smiling is a kind of “mouth yoga.” When we smile, it releases the tension in our face. Others notice it, even strangers, and are likely to smile back. 

			By smiling, we initiate a wonderful chain reaction, touching the joy in anyone we encounter. 

			A smile is an ambassador of goodwill.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			I propose that we celebrate a new holiday and call it “Today’s Day.” Today is the most wonderful day. That doesn’t mean yesterday wasn’t wonderful. But yesterday is already gone. It doesn’t mean tomorrow won’t be wonderful. But tomorrow is not yet here. Today is the only day available to us right now, and we can take good care of it.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			Breathing in, I see myself as a flower. 

			Breathing out, I feel fresh.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			“The cosmos is filled with precious gems. I want to offer a handful of them to you this morning.… It needs you to breathe gently for the miracles to be displayed.” These are words from a song written during a winter retreat at Plum Village, inspired by the parable of the destitute son in the Lotus Sutra and the idea of generosity in the Diamond Sutra.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			The war in Vietnam caused countless injuries. Many lost an arm or a leg, and now they cannot practice walking meditation. Some years ago, two such people came to our retreat center. 

			I asked each of them to sit in a chair, and choose someone who was practicing walking meditation, and become one with him, following his steps in mindfulness. I saw tears of joy in their eyes.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			All our ancestors and all future generations 

			are present in us.

			We find peace and happiness together.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			We may think we cannot return to the past to correct mistakes we have made. But the past has created the present, and if we practice mindfulness in the present, we naturally are in contact with the past. Our suffering and happiness are closely linked to the suffering and happiness of our ancestors. If we can transform ourselves, we can also transform them.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			When we look into the heart of a flower, we see clouds, sunshine, minerals, time, the earth, and everything else in the cosmos in it. When we see the nature of interbeing, barriers are dissolved,  and peace, love, and understanding are possible. We may have different roots, traditions, and ways of seeing, but we share the common qualities of love, understanding, and acceptance.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			It is not by activism alone 

			that we will bring about peace. 

			It is with our capacity of smiling, breathing, 

			and being peace that we can make peace.

		
			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			This is a line from the poem “Message,” written in Saigon in 1964 and printed in 1966 by the Fellowship of Reconciliation as a Christmas card. The poem ends: “Flowers that carry the marvelous smile of ineffability speak to me in silence. The message, the message of love and understanding has indeed come to us.”

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			You don’t have to run anywhere 

			to become someone else.

			You are wonderful just as you are.

			 

			—Thich Nhat Hanh
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			Afterword 

Rare Flowers of the Country

			Sister Chân Không

			One day in 1980, I was at our small retreat outside of Paris, thinking about how I could help the people of my country, that part of the Earth so dear to me. After practicing sitting and walking meditation for several days, an idea came to me. I saw that artists, writers, painters, and musicians are the rare flowers of a culture, and each one blooms only once. There is only one Beethoven, one Van Gogh, one Shakespeare, one Nguyen Du. The lives of each of these flowers is unique in the garden of humanity. In the past, North Vietnam had been known for its rich heritage of poetry, but for decades since the Communists came to power, none of the many excellent poets in North Vietnam had produced a single poem. I said to myself, “I must help the rare flowers of this country bloom.” I began by sending money to one friend in Vietnam and asking her to share some of it with writers and artists she knew who were in trouble with the government. She wrote back two months later and told me that she had helped the families of a dozen novelists, poets, journalists, playwrights, and artists, and she gave me their names and addresses. I began to read their writing and listen to their music, and then I sent each of them a gift and a letter of appreciation and encouragement.

			A group of young Vietnamese in Europe, students of Thây Nhat Hanh, joined me in forming a group to study the work of these artists and to try to understand deeply their art. When we could not understand, we asked Thây. An artist himself, Thây could see more deeply than we could, sometimes even more deeply than the artist himself, and he shared his insights with us. We came to really love the writings, paintings, and music of the various artists. When I wrote to one poet and sent him some gifts, I wrote with the understanding of Thây and the freshness of a young woman, commenting on his poetry and appreciating it. The poet was surprised and deeply moved. He wrote back that he had never met a young person who understood his poetry so deeply. He said that, for the first time in many years, he was inspired to write. For more than ten years, my friends and I continued this work, and we helped many flowers of Vietnam bloom again. Here is one letter that I sent to the young daughter of a painter in North Vietnam:

			Dear Hoang,

			Today I have a special gift for you. It is more precious than medicine or money. But first, I want to tell you a story. It is about a friend who lost his eyesight in a car accident. His world is entirely one of darkness, all the time. Do you know what he told me? He said that if he could see again, he would be in paradise. How I wish I could fulfill his wish. If I cannot help him, at least I can share his insight with you: Do not wait until you lose your eyesight before knowing how happy you can be just by opening your eyes. You have excellent eyes, and each time you open them a marvelous paradise of forms and colors appears. My gift for you is this exercise: Look very deeply at your mother. Her face may be pale, and her hands reveal much hard work. She has worked hard because of her love for you, your seven brothers and sisters, and your father. Look deeply into her beautiful eyes, and really hug her before you go to sleep tonight. Be aware of her precious presence in your arms. As you hold her, breathe in and out and say, silently, “Breathing in, I am aware how wonderful it is to hold my mother in my arms. Breathing out, I know that she is a treasure for all of us.”

			Don’t wait until your dear mother has passed away before you decide to really appreciate her. We have so many treasures—our eyes, our mother, and our health. We only need to be aware of them, and we can tap a fountain of great joy. From that joy, it is easy to express and share our happiness and our insight. Your father is also a precious gift. I know he sometimes looks unhappy, but that is because he is unusually gifted. Look at his delicate fingers. There are many secrets hidden in them. Have you ever seen your father paint? His hands, with a brush and paint, can transform a blank sheet of paper into a magical world of birds singing and wind laughing, of clouds, trees, and houses dancing. You can see love and sacrifice come forth from his hands, creating scenes in which understanding opens her arms wide, embracing all of humanity.

			She wrote me back a beautiful letter:

			Dear Aunt,

			All of us gathered together around the box of medicine you sent, and we read the beautiful letter you taped inside. We cut it free and hung it on the wall of our small home, so that all of us could see it and be mindful. Mommy cried sweetly when I hugged her the way you taught me. But Daddy was silent for many days. Then, yesterday, he left home for a whole day and came back with a brush and some paint! Guess what happened next? Most of the artists did not know our real identities, especially that you were involved in this. We have collected many treasured works of art, but we know that if we publish them, the artists may be in trouble with the regime. So, we will keep them until the country is free. The plays and sonnets of Shakespeare, even after four hundred years, are still precious flowers of English culture and the culture of humanity. We will wait until the time is right, and then we will share these beautiful works with the world.

			[image: ]

			Rashani is also a rare flower. She came to Plum Village as a wandering artist on a motorbike and immediately fell in love with Thây’s teachings. She also loved spending time with the sangha. On an album of dharma songs we created together, A Rose for You, the Buddha to Be, Rashani read Thây’s poem “Himalaya” in English and I sang it in Vietnamese. When Thây put words from the Āgama, a collection of early Buddhist texts, into a poem—“This body is not me, I am not caught in this body, I am life without boundaries, I have never been born and I will never die”—Rashani set it to music and sang it beautifully.

			After listening to Thây’s dharma talks, Rashani had the creative idea to take some of his words and hand-letter them on colorful images. I always want to support artists, so we ordered these as note cards for the Plum Village gift shop, and retreatants brought them home as works of dharma art. In spring and summer, Rashani would come to Plum Village, and she also sang at some of Thây’s retreats and talks in the US—songs like the one she sang for her father in the last days of his life, “The Song of No Coming and No Going.” I liked the music and sang it, too, after guiding Touching the Earth meditation. I am very happy Rashani has put together this wonderful book of her art with Thây’s sayings for you to benefit from and enjoy.

		

	
		
			P.S. 

			Dear Reader—holding this book,

			I feel deeply blessed to have spent such precious time with Thây (Thich Nhat Hanh). The impact he had on my life is incalculable and continues to bloom in unexpected ways. Being in his presence and sharing a contemplative practice with a multi-cultural, multi-generational sangha opened me to an equanimity previously not known.

			For many years, I thought it was Thây’s words and teachings that echoed throughout my being from the first day I met him, in the late 1980s. He poetically pointed to the nature of reality, which is impossible to conceptualize. The simplicity of his pointing was a soothing gift. It prevented me from getting caught in complicated mental concepts and spiritual pitfalls and fantasies and allowed me to have my own direct experience of the unfolding, eternal Now—which he called “the miracle of the moment.”

			However, what he was offering and—more importantly—embodying was the Living Dharma itself, the unembellished truth of what is. In retrospect, I see that it wasn’t only the words and/or the great ancestral teachings that stopped me in my tracks, but the luminous current of aliveness that flowed unstoppably through this humble man called “Thây.” His unassuming humanness, his unarmored, defenseless vulnerability and openness had the capacity to transform others. Some might call this his “Buddha nature.”

			I discovered what Thây referred to as the state of “wishlessness”—where there’s nothing to cling to or change, nothing to deny or push away, nothing to acquire or achieve, and nothing to escape from. Basically, taking refuge in each ever-changing moment, one breath at a time, and settling into simple, open awareness. I stopped searching and unexpectedly discovered peace by realizing that life is simply a continual succession of pleasant and unpleasant moments.

			Being at Plum Village was an ongoing process of abiding in present-moment awareness, a powerful antidote to the habitual tendencies of avoidance, closing down, becoming distracted, and arguing with reality. Thây gently encouraged us to return home to ourselves, day after day, to meet with and tend to our bodies, feelings, and perceptions. He often explained that misperceptions and misunderstandings give birth to suffering, and he gently emphasized how important it is to repeatedly question them.

			Thây offered many simple methods for discovering and restoring peace and well-being. Every day was a cause for celebration, reminding us of our true nature. Mindful breathing, sitting, walking, and eating was the basic practice at Plum Village. The unpretentious qualities of this quieting practice created a natural easefulness and a sense of causeless joy, clarity, and tranquility, which allowed our object-focused attention to effortlessly return to its source.

			I remember when Thây introduced us to “The Four Immeasurables,” also known as The Four Sublime States. They are often referred to as virtues and divine abodes. These four intrinsic, boundless qualities are impossible to measure: metta (love or loving-kindness), karuna (compassion), mudita (sympathetic joy), and upekkha (equanimity).

			Mudita actually has no equivalent word in English. It means unselfish, sympathetic joy; appreciative joy—as in experiencing joy through others’ joy. It’s described as an endless inner fountain, which is always accessible for all sentient beings.

			Upekkha means impartiality, nonattachment, nondiscrimination, and tolerance. Thây added another important dimension to upekkha, understanding that equanimity is the practice of inclusiveness, the capacity to hold many perspectives, to include all points of view while not taking sides.

			When Thây introduced us to The Four Immeasurables, something huge and inexplicable opened in my heart. An indescribable dancing stillness suddenly began expressing itself through me as songs, poetry, and visual art—and hasn’t stopped since.

			Chögyam Trungpa, the renowned Tibetan Rinpoche, coined the term “dharma art,” believing that genuine art has the ability to awaken and liberate its viewers. He described it as “any creative work that springs from an awakened state of mind, characterized by directness, unselfconsciousness, and nonaggression.”

			“Dharma art” is not about being a Buddhist or about producing art. It emanates from openness and emptiness and is therefore not associated with any particular religion, belief, tradition, or philosophy. When creativity arises spontaneously, as a by-product of an uncontrived, vulnerable state of being, it is sometimes described as a self-emptying process.

			In Greek, the verb kenosein means “to let go” or “to empty oneself.” In Christian theology, kenosis, the act of emptying, is a beautiful paradox because in the act of emptying, one is actually filled with grace. Dharma art can be seen then as a kind of kenosis meditation or prayer.

			Self-emptying is a deep surrender and letting go. This dissolution, also known as “the great undoing,” is sometimes experienced as a dismantling of the psychological self—and often precedes the recognition of one’s true nature. It is also referred to as Self-Abidance or Self-Remembering.

			Engaging in any creative process can take us into the unknown—beyond conscious understanding. There’s no map or recipe to follow, no algorithms or instructions. Conditioned mis-identities and inauthentic behaviors quietly dissolve, allowing a seamless flow, a spontaneous unfolding of pure presence. Often, it’s in this mind stream that I remember Thây’s words from his poem, “Please Call Me by My True Names”:

			“The rhythm of my heart is the birth and death of all that is alive.”

			When I’m creating collages or writing or gardening—or immersed in any creative project—I begin to feel a natural, joyful sense of merging, a shared identity with all beings and elemental forces, until eventually I find myself living from—or, to be more accurate, being lived by—a felt sense of primordial grace and aliveness.

			When the Living Dharma ignites within, we begin to awaken to the truth of our natural knowingness, our “true nature.”

			Dharma generally refers to the teachings of Buddhism, the essence of which is the impermanent and interdependent nature of all life. And dharma also refers to our everyday experiences that make these teachings come alive. Dharma in its broadest sense means Nature and thus signifies “the way things are.” The living dharma is not limited to any specific practice, religion, dogma, scripture, or spiritual trapping of any kind, and that’s why the dharma is “living.”

			I was moved by Thây’s ability to see the essence in all spiritual traditions, how he articulated what he perceived and understood and how eloquently he spoke of the living dharma. He continually encouraged us to look more deeply into our ancestral roots before cutting the cords and becoming self-proclaimed “Buddhists.”

			Many years ago, he said, “We can restore our sovereignty in the territory of ourselves.” Recognizing our essence and its interdependence with all that is, we begin to appreciate the nature of things exactly as they are. Often, the desire to achieve what previously seemed important falls away, as does the need to be anyone other than who we are—moment to moment. Ambition quietly disappears into the simple recognition that peace and happiness are the very nature of awareness itself.

			[image: ]

			I remember the first time Thây invited me into his small hermitage at Plum Village. I was surprised to see several bottles of allopathic Western medicine on his table. It hadn’t occurred to me until that day that he was very likely not only dealing with residual emotional trauma from his time in Vietnam but also physical pain. There’s something ineffable about the dauntlessness and fortitude of vulnerability.

			No one is exempt from trauma or physical pain—not even awakened beings. Fortunately, it doesn’t interrupt the shoreless ocean of light that imbues vitality into sentient beings. Thây’s resilience is not a physical resilience. It emanates from a deeper source—from a place of radiance, grace, and benevolence. And, like the Buddha, he understands the cause of suffering and has the peaceful clarity and strength to befriend it with compassion.

			Thây is blessed with the ability of transforming pain into poetry, suffering into sovereignty, and unwanted events into awakening. His poem “For Warmth” was written during the war in Vietnam, after he heard about the bombing of Bến Tre, in which 528 civilians were killed and over 5,000 homes were destroyed. After hearing a comment made by an American soldier—“We had to destroy the town in order to save it”—Thây wrote:

			I hold my face in my two hands.

			No, I am not crying.

			I hold my face in my two hands

			to keep the loneliness warm—

			two hands protecting,

			two hands nourishing,

			two hands preventing

			my soul from leaving me

			in anger.

			I discovered this poem after my mother died in a small, provincial French hospital due to medical malpractice. Thây’s words followed and took root in me for many weeks as I grappled with disbelief and anger. In 1989, I memorized and recorded the beautiful song that Betsy Rose wrote—called “In My Two Hands”—inspired by this poem.

			Leonard Cohen believed that the light enters us through the “cracks,” which I interpreted as our imperfections. I realized after meeting Thây that there’s another perspective: There are cracks in everyone—where the light pours out.

			[image: ]

			When I heard Thây say, “Our own life is the instrument with which we experiment with the truth,” I was inspired to co-create small sanghas in several different countries. Over the years, I assimilated what I had gleaned from Thây—and a number of other significant  mentors and teachers—and interwove what stayed with/in me into a three-month immersion retreat.

			Subsequently, I began offering four-week retreats and two-week intensives. For many years, I travelled extensively throughout the southern and northern hemispheres, offering participatory concerts and holding councils and retreats.

			Having been an assistant to Dr. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross in the early 1980s, I have also been a grief whisperer and a death doula for nearly forty years—bearing witness for those dealing with extreme grief and holding space for those who choose to die consciously.

			And now, my life quietly returns to the unadorned Beginner’s Mind, in which I find the deepest joy in simply tending to the needs of the sanctuary and my loved ones and resting as the open awareness that’s aware without relying on concepts, theories, paradigms, or any spiritual or psychological teachings.

			I spend several hours a day nurturing and beautifying extensive gardens, including two food forests, rebuilding ancient stone walls, and caring for delightful four-legged companions and two peacocks. Intimacy (with the ten thousand things) and sustained inquiry have become a way of life and my present form of activism, as I focus my attention on gratitude and the sheer wonder of existence.

			My partner and I receive retreatants throughout the year who come here to remember their “ecological selves,” to deepen their connection with the earth and the spirit of the land, with one another—and to remember the simplicity of direct experiencing unencumbered by thought.

			It’s such a joy to be able to share with you these collages, many of which were created as part of my personal healing process in the late 1980s, more than thirty years ago. Perhaps they will inspire you to create dharma art as well—in whatever medium calls to you.

			May we celebrate our diversity and inter-being and rejoice for the privilege of being alive.

			All of the collages in Go Slowly, Breathe and Smile are available as 8½-by-11-inch signed prints. Visit www.rashani.com.

			Rashani Réa

			June 10, 2021

		

	
		
			About Rashani Réa
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			A social activist and prolific artist since childhood, Rashani Réa continues to be a strong and gentle voice in the emerging inter-spiritual movement. She has recorded fifteen albums of songs, chants, and poetry, published—and has had her art included in—forty books, and has created more than six hundred unique collages in celebration of the diversity of Timeless Wisdom. She spent the first seventeen and a half years of her life in the United States and the following twenty-two years in Europe, where she renovated a seventeenth-century stone farmhouse that became the first “Shanti Nilaya” Elisabeth Kübler-Ross Center in France (less than two hours’ drive from Plum Village).

			In 1988, Rashani began designing a series of note cards incorporating the words of Thich Nhat Hanh and continued designing cards for several years, honoring the Living Dharma from many different traditions. In 1990, she was invited by Thich Nhat Hanh to join the Order of Interbeing. She spent several years writing songs inspired by his teachings, as well as setting his poetry to music and offering dharma songs at his retreats and public dharma talks—at Plum Village and throughout the US.

			Rashani has lived on the Big Island of Hawai‘i for the past thirty years, ever-deepening her love of Polynesian culture, and has co-created two eco-sanctuaries in the remote district of Ka‘u. She offers individual and group retreats and intensives at her sanctuary and receives WWOOFers and Sevadars year-round—inviting everyone to what she calls “the feast of the moment.” She has been facilitating retreats and offering councils, kirtans, and participatory concerts throughout the world for the past thirty-five years. A mother, earth steward, song gatherer, grief whisperer, death doula, builder and architect, tree planter, and landscape designer, Rashani considers her sanctuary to be a three-dimensional, edible collage. Visit www.rashani.com.

			 

		

	
		
			About 
Thich Nhat Hanh 
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			Thich Nhat Hanh has been a Buddhist monk for nearly eighty years. He is a global spiritual leader, poet, peace activist, and a pioneer in bringing Buddhism to the West. Revered throughout the world for his accessible, poetic, and powerful teachings, he has authored more than a hundred books on meditation, mindfulness, and engaged Buddhism, as well as poetry, children’s stories, and commentaries on ancient texts, including the bestselling Peace Is Every Step, Being Peace, Living Buddha Living Christ, and The Heart of the Buddha’s Teachings. In nominating Thich Nhat Hanh for the Nobel Peace Prize, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. wrote: “I do not personally know of anyone more worthy of the Nobel Peace Prize than this gentle Buddhist monk from Vietnam.” After living in exile in France for more than half a century, Thich Nhat Hanh now resides at the temple in Hûe, Central Vietnam, where he trained as a young monk many years ago. For more information, visit plumvillage.org.
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			Mango Publishing, established in 2014, publishes an eclectic list of books by diverse authors—both new and established voices—on topics ranging from business, personal growth, women’s empowerment, LGBTQ studies, health, and spirituality to history, popular culture, time management, decluttering, lifestyle, mental wellness, aging, and sustainable living. We were recently named 2019 and 2020’s #1 fastest growing independent publisher by Publishers Weekly. Our success is driven by our main goal, which is to publish high-quality books that will entertain readers as well as make a positive difference in their lives.

			Our readers are our most important resource; we value your input, suggestions, and ideas. We’d love to hear from you—after all, we are publishing books for you!

			Please stay in touch with us and follow us at:


			Facebook: Mango Publishing
Twitter: @MangoPublishing
Instagram: @MangoPublishing
LinkedIn: Mango Publishing
Pinterest: Mango Publishing
Newsletter: mangopublishinggroup.com/newsletter

		

			Join us on Mango’s journey to reinvent publishing, one book at a time.
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