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Foreword

I am continually amazed at how Thich Nhat Hanh is able to translate the Buddhist tradition into everyday life and make it relevant and helpful for so many people. Cultivating the Mind of Love just might be my favorite book of his, because it’s about one of our all-time favorite subjects and the one we’re all confused about: Love.

In June 1992, I was fortunate enough to attend the retreat in France where Thich Nhat Hanh gave the Dharma talks that became these pages. I will never forget how I felt listening to him. Here was a Zen master, committed to mindfulness, examining the nature of love. What is it? How do we handle it? Who are we in this state? What do we really want? We’ve all been struck by love, but what do we do with it? Most of us tumble willy-nilly into it and lose clear perception, perspective, or common sense. Often what began with joy becomes a pitfall. But in the Dharma Nectar Hall in Plum Village, I listened to Thich Nhat Hanh, who stood steady in love’s torrential waves, scrutinized it, and grounded it in deep practice.

Hearing Thay (Vietnamese for “teacher”), I felt for the first time that sanity had entered the realm of love. Each morning he lectured for two hours and I eagerly came early to the zendo and sat right in front of him. I was ready to have those teachings  poured into me. It was a revelation to realize I did not necessarily have to be tossed about when Cupid’s arrow hit. I thought how compassionate he was to try to explain love’s source to a Western world dazed and dazzled by the promise of romance and song lyrics full of yearning.

He talked about the Diamond, Avatamsaka, and Lotus Sutras. Then halfway into each morning, he switched the subject and told us another episode of his falling in love as a young monk with a nun. “Falling in love is an accident,” he said. “Think about it: the expression ‘falling’; you trip into it. It was not supposed to happen. After all, I was a monk; she was a nun.” He did not act upon it in a capricious way, as we normally do. He examined these strong feelings with awareness and then, more than forty years later, he shared the benefit of that with us. I realized he was teaching us how to love well.

I flip through my notebook now and see the notes I took then. They seem to glimmer off the page:

“Your first love has no beginning or end. Your first love is not your first love, and it is not your last. It is just love. It is one with everything.”

“The present moment is the only moment available to us, and it is the door to all moments.”

“No coming. No going. Everything is pretending to be born and to die.”

“This self has no self.”

“It is okay to suffer in the process of love.”

Everyone in the hall felt the instant recognition of what he said, though it often bypassed our logical brain and went directly  into our hearts. Yes, we thought, love is much more than chocolate bonbons on Valentine’s Day.

One morning I had an idea and wrote a note to Thay: “Why don’t all of us write for half an hour about our first love, examining those feelings—the texture, the light and dark we felt.” I thought it was a great opportunity to investigate our experience. I realized then that the work of a Zen master is also the work of a writer—to take nothing for granted but to live deeply and feel the life we have been given. It is also the work of everyone if we are to bring peace to this world. It is our chance to glimpse the interconnected nature of all things and how our “first love has no beginning or end.” The next day Thay read my note aloud to the Sangha and encouraged them all to write. I encourage the readers of this book to do the same.

In Taos, New Mexico, where I live and where a small Sangha gathers every Wednesday night to meditate, walk, recite the precepts, and share tea, we now also read aloud two pages from this book at each meeting. It is our hope to digest it gradually, so what we learn becomes rooted. We know this simple book can change the face of our interactions, our motives, our minds.

I urge you to take in Thich Nhat Hanh’s words slowly, the way molasses pours in winter, so you will nourish your whole being and so we may walk more kindly on this Earth.

Natalie Goldberg 
Taos, New Mexico 
June 1995








INTRODUCTION

Dharma Rain

This book comes from a series of talks I gave about my first love. Everyone at Plum Village, the community where I live and practice in France, was very concentrated. They were listening with the whole of their being, not just with their intellect. When a subject is interesting, you don’t need to work hard to read or listen. Concentration is there without effort, and understanding is born from concentration.

My hope is that when you read this book, you will allow the rain of the Dharma to penetrate the soil of your consciousness. Don’t think too much; don’t argue or compare. Playing with words and ideas is like trying to catch rain in buckets. Just allow your consciousness to receive the rain, and the seeds buried deep within will have a chance to be watered.

Consciousness in Buddhism is said to be composed of two parts—“store consciousness” (alayavijñana) and “mind consciousness” (manovijñana).1 In our store consciousness are buried all the seeds, representing everything we have ever done, experienced, or perceived. When a seed is watered, it manifests in our mind consciousness.

The work of meditation is to cultivate the garden of our store consciousness. As gardeners, we have to trust the land, knowing   that all the seeds of love and understanding, of enlightenment and happiness, are already there. That’s why we don’t have to think too hard or take notes during a Dharma talk. We only need to be there, to allow the seeds of love and understanding that are buried deep within us to be watered. It’s not just the teacher who’s giving the Dharma talk. The violet bamboo, the yellow chrysanthemum, and the golden sunset are all speaking at the same time. Anything that waters these deepest seeds in our store consciousness is the true Dharma.

When a woman becomes pregnant, her body and her spirit transform. A new energy may arise within her that allows her to do things she previously could not. If all is well in her life, this may be a time of great joy. Even when they feel unwell, during this time some women feel a great peace that radiates outward.

We who practice meditation can learn from this. There is a baby Buddha in our store consciousness, and we have to give him or her a chance to be born. When we touch our baby Buddha—the seeds of understanding and love that are buried within us—we become filled with bodhicitta, the mind of enlightenment, the mind of love. From that moment on, everything we do or say nourishes the baby Buddha within us, and we are filled with joy, confidence, and energy. According to Mahayana Buddhism, awakening to our mind of love is the moment the practice begins.

Our mind of love may be buried deep in our store consciousness, under many layers of forgetfulness and suffering. The teacher’s role is to help us water it, to help it manifest. In Zen Buddhism, the teacher may propose a koan, and if teacher and  student are lucky and skillful enough, the student’s mind of enlightenment will be touched. The student buries the koan deep in her store consciousness, and her practice is to nourish the koan with her mindfulness, being aware of whatever she is doing, whether it is sweeping the floor, washing the dishes, or listening to the bell. She entrusts the koan to her store consciousness, just as a woman who is pregnant trusts her body to nourish her baby.

Deep understanding of the Dharma takes place slowly. So please read both parts of this story with the whole of your being. Allow yourself to be fully present, and the rain of the Dharma will water the deepest seeds in your store consciousness. If the seed of understanding is watered, tomorrow while you are washing the dishes or looking at the blue sky, that seed may spring forth, and the fruits of love and understanding will grow beautifully from your store consciousness.






Part One:
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Roots

She was twenty years old when I met her. We were at the Temple of Complete Awakening in the highlands of Vietnam. I had just given a course on basic Buddhism, and the abbot of the temple asked, “Thay, why don’t you take a break and stay with us here for a few days before returning to Saigon?” I said, “Sure, why not?”

I had been in the village that day, helping a group of young people rehearse a play they were going to perform for Tet, the Vietnamese Lunar New Year. More than anything else, I wanted to help renew Buddhism in my country, to make it relevant to the needs of the young people. I was twenty-four, full of creative energy, an artist and a poet. It was a time of war with the French, and many people were dying. One Dharma brother of mine, Thay Tam Thuong, had just been killed. As I was walking up the steps to return to the temple, I saw a nun standing there, looking out onto the nearby hills. Seeing her standing like that was like a fresh breeze blowing across my face. I had seen many nuns before, but I had never had a feeling like that.

For you to understand, I have to share some experiences I’d had many years earlier. When I was nine, I saw on the cover of a magazine an image of the Buddha sitting peacefully on the grass. Right away I knew that I wanted to be peaceful and happy like  that. Two years later, when five of us were discussing what we wanted to be when we grew up, my brother Nho said, “I want to become a monk.” It was a novel idea, but I knew I also wanted to become a monk. At least in part, it was because I had seen the image of the Buddha on the magazine. Young people are very open and very impressionable. I hope film and TV producers will take this to heart.

Six months after that, our class went on a field trip to Na Son Mountain. I had heard that a hermit lived there. I didn’t know what a hermit was, but I felt I wanted to see him. I had heard people say that a hermit is someone dedicated to becoming peaceful and happy like a Buddha. We walked six miles to the mountain and then climbed for another hour, but when we arrived, our teachers told us that the hermit wasn’t there. I was very disappointed. I didn’t understand that hermits do not want to see many people. So when the rest of the class stopped for lunch, I continued uphill, hoping to encounter him on my own. Suddenly, I heard the sound of water dripping, and I followed that sound until I found a beautiful well nestled among the stones. When I looked down into it, I could see every pebble and every leaf at the bottom. I knelt down and drank the sparkling, clear water, and felt completely fulfilled. It was as if I were meeting the hermit face to face! Then I lay down and fell asleep.

When I woke up a few minutes later, I didn’t know where I was. Then I remembered my classmates, and as I headed down to join them, a sentence came to my mind, not in Vietnamese, but in French: J’ai gouté l’eau la plus délicieuse du monde (I have tasted the most delicious water in the world). My friends were  relieved to see me, but I continued to think only about the hermit and the well. After they returned to playing, I ate my lunch in silence.

My brother was the first to become a monk, and everyone in our family was worried that the life of a monk would be too difficult. So I didn’t tell them about my wish to follow the same path. But the seed within me continued to grow and four years later my dream was realized. I became a novice monk at Tu Hieu Pagoda, near the Imperial City of Hue, in central Vietnam.






2

The Beauty of Spring

Think about your own first love. Do it slowly, picturing how it came about, where it took place, what brought you to that moment. Recall that experience and look at it calmly and deeply, with compassion and understanding. You will discover many things you did not notice at the time. There is a koan in the Zen tradition, “What was your face before your parents were born?” This is an invitation to go on a journey and discover your true self, your true face. Look deeply into your “first love” and try to see its true face. When you do, you will see that your “first love” may not really be the first, that your face when you were born may not have been your original face. If you look deeply, you will be able to see your true, original face, and your true first love. Your first love is still present, always here, continuing to shape your life. This is a subject for meditation.

When I met her, it was not exactly the first time we had met. Otherwise, how could it have happened so easily? If I had not seen the image of the Buddha on the magazine, our meeting would not have been possible. If she had not been a nun, I would not have loved her. There was a great peace in her, the fruit of sincere practice, which was not present in others. She had been practicing in her nunnery in Hue, and she appeared as peaceful as the Buddha sitting on the grass. My visit to the hermit, tasting  the pure water of his well, was also part of our first meeting. The moment I saw her, I recognized in her everything I cherished.

She was in the highlands visiting her family, but as a nun she preferred to stay at the temple. She had heard about the course on basic Buddhism I had taught, so she expected to meet me, but I had not heard about her. When I got to the top of the stairs, I bowed and asked her name. We went inside to become acquainted. In every temple, there is a special seat for the abbot, and I had to sit there, because the abbot was away for a few days and had asked me to serve in his stead. I invited her to sit in front of me, but she sat off to the side. Members of the community never sit in front of the abbot. It is just the form. To see each other’s faces, we had to turn our heads.

Her behavior as a nun was perfect—the way she moved, the way she looked, the way she spoke. She was quiet. She never said anything unless she was spoken to. She just looked down in front of her. I was shy, too. I never dared look at her for more than a second or two, and then I lowered my eyes again. After a few minutes, I said good-bye and went to my room. I didn’t know what had happened, but I knew my peace had been disturbed. I tried writing a poem, but I couldn’t compose even one line! So I began to read the poetry of others, hoping that would calm me down.

I read several poems by Nguyen Binh. He was longing for his mother and sister, and I felt the same way. When you become a monk at a young age, you miss your family. In Vietnam, before reading this type of poetry, you burn incense, light candles, and then chant the poem. I remember that I had a few tears in my eyes when I chanted this in classical Chinese: Night is here.

The wind and the rain announce the news that spring is coming.

Still I sleep alone, my dream not yet realized.

Flower petals falling

seem to understand my dreams and aspirations.

They touch the ground of spring

in perfect silence.





I continued to recite poetry all afternoon and evening. I thought about my family and chanted aloud, trying to relieve the feelings in me that I could not understand. At six o’clock, a student from the class I had taught knocked on my door and invited me to supper. Before leaving, the abbot had asked her to come every day to prepare lunch and dinner.

The young nun and I ate in silence, and then we shared a pot of tea and spoke quietly together. She told me how she had become a nun, where she trained before entering the Buddhist Institute in Hue, and what she was studying. She continued to look down, looking up only when I asked her a question. She looked like Quan Yin—calm, compassionate, and beautiful. From time to time, I looked at her, but not for long. If she saw me looking at her like that, it would have been impolite. After ten or fifteen minutes, I excused myself and went into the Buddha Hall to practice sitting meditation and chanting.

The next morning, I went into the hall again for sitting and chanting, and, after a few minutes, I heard her voice beside me. After we finished chanting, we left the hall and had another  conversation before breakfast. That morning, she went to see her family, and I was alone in the temple. In the afternoon, I went to the village to help the young people rehearse their play. When I returned, climbing up the steps, I saw her again standing in front of the temple, looking out at the tea plantation on the hillside. We had dinner together, and afterwards, I read her some of my poetry. Then I went to my room and read poetry alone. Nothing had changed from the day before, but inside I understood. I knew that I loved her. I only wanted to be with her—to sit near her and contemplate her.

I didn’t sleep much that night. The next morning after sitting and chanting, I proposed that we go to the kitchen and build a fire. It was cold and she agreed. We had a cup of tea together, and I tried my best to tell her that I loved her. I said many things, but I couldn’t say that. I spoke about other things, hoping she would understand. She listened intently, with compassion, and then she whispered, “I don’t understand a word you’ve said.”

But the next day she told me she understood. It was difficult for me, but much more difficult for her. My love was like a storm, and she was being caught and carried away by the energy of the storm. She had tried to resist, but couldn’t, and she finally accepted. We both needed compassion. We were young, and we were being swept away. We had the deepest desire to be a monk and a nun—to carry forward what we had been cherishing for a long time—yet we were caught by love.

That night I wrote a poem:Spring comes slowly and quietly 
to allow winter to withdraw  
slowly and quietly. 
The color of the mountain this afternoon 
is tinged with nostalgia. 
The terrible war flower 
has left her footprints—
countless petals of separation and death 
in white and violet. 
Very tenderly, the wound opens itself in the depths of my heart. 
Its color is the color of blood, 
its nature the nature of separation.

 

The beauty of spring blocks my way. 
How could I find another path up the 
mountain?

 

I suffer so. My soul is frozen. 
My heart vibrates like the fragile string of a lute 
left out in a stormy night. 
Yes, it is there. Spring has really come. 
But the mourning is heard 
clearly, unmistakably, 
in the wonderful sounds of the birds. 
The morning mist is already born. 
The breeze of spring in its song 
expresses both my love and my despair. 
The cosmos is so indifferent. Why? 
To the harbor, I came alone, 
and now I leave alone.  
There are so many paths leading to the homeland. 
They all talk to me in silence. I invoke the 
absolute. 
Spring has come 
to every corner of the ten directions. 
Its song, alas, is only the song 
of departure.





I wrote this poem for relief. How could we continue as a monk and a nun and still preserve this precious love?

Monks do not usually share stories like this, but I think it is important to do so. Otherwise, how will the younger generation know what to do when they are struck? As a monk, you are not supposed to fall in love, but sometimes love is stronger than your determination.






End of sample
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