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Precious gems are everywhere in the cosmos

and inside of every one of us.

I want to offer a handful to you, my dear friend.

Yes, this morning, I want to offer a handful to you,

a handful of diamonds that glow from morning to evening.

Each minute of our daily life is a diamond that contains

sky and earth, sunshine and river.

—Thich Nhat Hanh






Introduction

When I was nine, I saw an image of the Buddha sitting peacefully on the grass on the cover of a magazine. Right away I knew that I wanted to be peaceful and happy like that too. Two years later, five of us boys were sitting together talking about what we wanted to be when we grew up. We explored many different fields; one boy said he wanted to be a doctor, another said an engineer, and so on. But after a while, we found that nothing really appealed to us.

Then my brother Nho said, “I want to become a monk.” This was a novel idea, but I knew I also wanted to become a monk. In part it was because of the picture on the magazine.

Then one boy said, “Why don’t we all become monks?” It was children’s talk, but in fact all five of us did become monks. One boy became a Catholic monk, and the other four of us became Buddhist monks. And to this day, three of us are still monks.

The seed of becoming a monk was planted deeply in me after that discussion. I really wanted to become a monk, but I knew for my parents it would be difficult to accept  because the life of a monk is a very modest one, and they wanted their children to enjoy the good things in life. I knew that I had to carefully prepare them.

I kept a diary, and from time to time I wrote about my aspiration to become a monk. One day I asked my mother to read my diary to my father so that they would get accustomed to the idea. It was too hard for me to do it directly. In that way, going slowly, step by step, I won the approval of my parents and was allowed to go to the temple. I became a novice at the age of sixteen.

Being a monk means that I spend a lot of time paying attention to the present moment. And everyone can live this way, whether or not you are a monk or nun. We call this “mindfulness.” The stories in this book are all about mindfulness. There can be no happiness or peace without mindfulness. Mindfulness is remembering to come back to the present moment. Everything we are looking for is right here in the present moment. When we allow ourselves to be in the present moment, we have the capacity to touch all the wonderful things inside us and around us. But if we do not allow ourselves to be in the present moment, we will continue to run and to struggle.

Mindfulness helps us to live more happily and to see the beauty of things more deeply. When you look at the full moon with mindfulness, it is much more beautiful. When you hug someone with mindfulness, that person will be more real and sweet. You can say silently,Breathing in, she’s alive and in my arms. 
Breathing out, I’m so happy.





Without mindfulness, you are not really alive. Being mindful makes everything you do seem brighter, more beautiful. When you look at a flower with mindfulness, the flower reveals its beauty to you. To practice mindfulness is to be happy and to enjoy what the moment brings you, including all the wonderful things inside of you—your eyes, your heart, your lungs—and all the wonderful things outside—sunshine, people, birds, trees. Practicing mindfulness, you will find that you have even more reasons to be happy than you thought.

Mindfulness also helps to heal pain. When pain comes in touch with mindfulness, the pain begins to slowly dissolve. If you have pain but don’t know it, that pain will stay with you for a long time. But when you are aware of your pain and you embrace it with the arms of your mindfulness, then that pain begins to transform.

When you are in pain, you can use your mindfulness to hold your pain tenderly, just as a mother takes her crying baby into her arms to quiet him or her. If you embrace your pain in this way, it will transform. A crying baby should not be left unattended, and neither should your pain.

In the early morning, the flowers are closed, but when the sun shines, tiny particles of sunshine penetrate into the flowers, and you soon see a transformation. Each flower  opens and shows itself to the sun. Our suffering is like that; if we expose it to the light of mindfulness, it will change.






Stories





Who Is the Buddha?

Some years ago, I visited a village in India called Uruvela. Two thousand six hundred years ago, a man named Siddhartha lived near that village. Siddhartha is the man who later became known as the Buddha.

The village of Uruvela remains very much the same as it was back then. There are no big buildings, no supermarkets, no freeways. It is very pleasant. The children have not changed either. When Siddhartha lived there, children from that village became his friends and brought him food and simple gifts.

There is a river that runs near the village. It is where Siddhartha used to bathe. A grass called kusha grass still grows on the banks of the river. It is the same kind of grass that one of the children gave Siddhartha to use as a cushion to sit on. I walked across the river, and I cut some of the kusha grass and brought it home with me.

On the other side of the river, there is a forest. That is where Siddhartha sat in meditation under a tree called the Bodhi tree. It is under that tree that he became the Buddha.

A Buddha is anyone who is awake—who is aware of everything that happens inside and around her—and who understands and loves deeply. Siddhartha became a fully awakened being, a Buddha. He is the Buddha that we have accepted as our teacher. He has said that each one of us has a seed of awakening within us and that all of us are future Buddhas.
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When he was very young, a student of mine struggled with the question of “Who is the Buddha?” The student’s name was Hu, and this is his story.

When Hu was six or seven years old, he asked his father and mother if he could become a monk. Hu loved going to the Buddhist temple. He used to go there with his parents on new moon and full moon days to offer flowers, bananas, mangoes, and all kinds of exotic fruit to the Buddha.

In the temple, Hu was always treated with kindness. When people came to the temple, they seemed more relaxed and friendly. Hu was also aware that the head monk liked him. He would give Hu a banana or a mango every time he came. So that’s why Hu loved going to the temple.

One day he said, “Mommy, I want to become a monk and live in the temple.” I think he wanted to become a monk because he liked to eat bananas. I don’t blame him. In Vietnam, there are several kinds of bananas that are so delicious.

Even though he was young, his father and mother  decided to let him go to the temple as a novice. The head monk gave Hu a tiny brown robe to wear. In his nice new robe, he must have looked like a baby monk.

When he first became a monk, Hu believed that the Buddha loved bananas, mangoes, and tangerines because every time people came to the temple, they brought bananas, mangoes, tangerines, and other fruit, and placed them in front of the Buddha. In Hu’s little head that could only mean that the Buddha loved fruit very much.

One evening, he waited in the temple until all the visitors had gone home. He stood very quietly outside the entrance of the Buddha Hall. He checked to make sure no one else was around. Then he peered into the Buddha Hall. The Buddha statue was as big as a real person. In Hu’s very young mind, the statue was the Buddha.

Hu imagined that the Buddha sat very still all day long, and when the hall was empty, he reached out for a banana. Hu waited and watched, hoping to see the Buddha take one of the bananas piled in front of him. He waited for a long time, but he did not see the Buddha pick up a banana. He was baffled. He could not understand why the Buddha did not eat any of the bananas that people brought to him.

Hu did not dare ask the head monk, because he was afraid that the monk would think he was silly. Actually, we often feel like that. We do not dare ask questions because we are afraid we might be called silly. The same was true for Hu. And because he didn’t dare ask, he was confused.  I think I would have gone to someone and asked. But Hu did not ask anyone.
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As he grew older, one day it occurred to him that the Buddha statue was not the Buddha. What an achievement!  This realization made him so happy. But then a new question arose. “If the Buddha is not here, then where is he? If the Buddha is not in the temple, where is the Buddha?” Every day he saw people come to the temple and bow to the statue of the Buddha. But where was the Buddha?

In Vietnam, people who practice Pure Land Buddhism believe that the Buddhas stay in the Pure Land, in the direction of the West. One day, Hu overheard someone saying that the Pure Land was the home of the Buddhas. This made Hu believe that the Buddha was in the Pure Land, which made him very unhappy. Why, he wondered, did the Buddha choose to live so far away from people? So this created another question in his mind.

I met Hu when he was fourteen, and he was still wondering about this. I explained to him that the Buddha is not far away from us. I told him that the Buddha is inside each one of us. Being a Buddha is being aware of what is inside of us and around us at every moment. Buddha is the love and understanding that we each carry in our hearts. This made Hu very happy.

When Hu grew up, he became the director of the School of Social Work in Vietnam. He trained young nuns and monks, young men and women, to help people rebuild the villages that had been bombed during the Vietnam War.

Anywhere you see love and understanding, there is the Buddha. Anyone can be a Buddha. Do not imagine that the Buddha is a statue or someone who has a fancy halo  around his or her head or wears a yellow robe. A Buddha is a person who is aware of what is going on inside and around him or her and has a lot of understanding and compassion. Whether a Buddha is a man or a woman, young or not so young, a Buddha is always very pleasant and fresh.




The Many Arms of a Bodhisattva 

In my experience, there are Buddhas and bodhisattvas present here, in our midst. A bodhisattva (pronounced “bo-dee-sat-va”) is a compassionate person, someone who cares a lot about helping other beings—someone who vows to become a Buddha.

Statues or pictures of bodhisattvas sometimes show a being with many arms. They are shown this way because a bodhisattva is someone who can do a thousand things at one time. Also, the arms of a bodhisattva can be extremely long and reach very far, helping people in faraway lands. With only two arms, we can only do one or two things at a time. But when you are a bodhisattva, you have many arms, and you can do many things simultaneously. Most of the time, we do not see all the arms of a bodhisattva. One has to be very attentive in order to see the many arms of a bodhisattva.

You may already know someone who is a bodhisattva. It is possible! Your mom, for example, could be a bodhisattva. She does many things at the same time. She needs  an arm for cooking. Isn’t that true? But at the same time she takes care of you and your brothers and sisters—so she needs a second arm. And then at the same time, she has to run errands. So she needs a third arm. And she has many other things she does that require more arms—she may have a job or she may volunteer at your school. So your mom could be a bodhisattva. The same is true for your dad. Look more deeply at your mother and father and you will see that they have more than two arms.
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Do not think that Buddhas and bodhisattvas are beings who exist in heaven. They are right here, all around us. You too can be a bodhisattva if you think of others and do things to bring happiness to them.

If you are awake, if you are present in the moment, here and now, you too are a Buddha. The only difference between you and the Buddha is that he is a full-time Buddha. You are only a part-time Buddha. So you have to live in a way that gives the baby Buddha inside you a chance to grow. Then the baby Buddha will radiate light in all the cells of your body, and you will begin to give off this light.





The Hermit and the Well

I would like to tell you the story of my encounter with the Buddha inside me. When I was a child like you, I lived in North Vietnam, in the province of Thanh Hoa. When I was nine years old, I found a magazine with a black and white drawing of the Buddha on the cover. He was sitting on the grass. He sat beautifully. He looked very peaceful and happy. His face was calm and relaxed, with a little smile. I looked at that picture of the Buddha, and it made me feel very peaceful too.

As a little boy, I noticed that the people around me were not usually that calm and peaceful. So when I saw the Buddha, looking so peaceful and happy just sitting on the grass, I wanted to be like him. Even though I did not know anything about the Buddha or his life, when I saw that picture, I felt love for him. After that, I had a strong desire to become someone who could sit as he did, beautifully and peacefully.

One day when I was eleven, my teacher at school announced that we were going to the top of Na Son Mountain to have a picnic. I had never been there before. The teacher told us that at the top of the mountain there lived a  hermit. He explained that a hermit was someone who lived alone and practiced day and night to become like the Buddha. How fascinating! I had never seen a hermit before, and I became very excited at the prospect of climbing the mountain and meeting him.

The day before the outing, we prepared food for the picnic. We cooked rice, rolled it into balls, and wrapped the balls in banana leaves. We prepared sesame seeds, peanuts, and salt to dip the rice in. You may never have eaten a rice ball dipped in sesame seeds, peanuts, and salt, but I can tell you it is very delicious. We also boiled water to drink, because it was not safe to drink water straight from the river. Having fresh water to drink is wonderful too.

One hundred and fifty students from my school went on the field trip together. We split up into groups of five. Carrying our picnic with us, we walked for a long time, nearly ten miles, before we reached the foot of the mountain. Then we began our climb.

There were many beautiful trees and rocks along the path. But we did not enjoy them much because we were so anxious to reach the top of the mountain. My friends and I climbed as quickly as we could—we practically ran all the way up the mountain. When I was little, I did not know, as I do now, about the joy of walking meditation—not hurrying, just enjoying each step, the flowers, the trees, the blue sky, and the company of friends.

When my friends and I reached the top, we were  exhausted. We had drunk all of our water on the way up and did not have even a drop left. Still, I was very eager to find the hermit. We found his hut made of bamboo and straw. Inside, we saw a small bamboo cot and a bamboo altar, but no one was there. What a disappointment! I thought that the hermit must have heard that many boys were coming up the mountain, and since he did not like a lot of talking and noise, he had hidden somewhere.

It was time to have lunch, but I didn’t care to eat because I was so tired and disappointed. I thought that maybe if I wandered into the forest I would have a chance to find the hermit. When I was little I had a lot of hope—anything was possible.

So I left my friends and started climbing further up the mountain. As I walked through the forest, I heard the sound of dripping water. You have probably heard it too. It is like the sound of wind chimes or a piano being softly played—very clear and light, like crystal. It was so appealing and peaceful that I started to climb in the direction of the lovely sound, driven also by my great thirst.

It was not long before I came upon a natural well made of stones. I knew that spring water comes up from deep inside the earth. Where the water came up, a natural well made of big rocks of many colors surrounded the spring to form a small pool. The water was high, and so clear that I could see all the way to the bottom. The water looked so fresh and inviting that I knelt down, scooped some in  my palms, and began to drink. You cannot imagine my happiness. The water tasted wonderfully sweet. It was so delicious, so refreshing! I felt completely satisfied. I did not have any desire left in me—even the desire to meet the hermit was gone. It is the most wonderful feeling, the feeling of bliss, when you don’t desire anything anymore.

Suddenly, it occurred to me that maybe I had met the hermit after all. I began to think that the hermit had magical powers, that he had transformed himself into the well so that I could meet him, and that he cared about me. This made me happy.

I lay down on the ground next to the well and looked up at the sky. I saw the branch of a tree against the blue sky. I was so relaxed, and soon I fell into a deep sleep. I don’t know how long I slept, maybe only three or four minutes. When I awoke, I didn’t know where I was. When I saw the branch of the tree against the sky and the wonderful well, I remembered everything.

It was time to go back to join the other boys or they might begin to worry about me. I said good-bye to the well and began to walk back down. As I walked out of the forest, a sentence formed in my heart. It was like a poem with only one line: “I have tasted the most delicious water in the world!” I will always remember these words.

My friends were glad to see me when I returned. They were laughing and talking loudly, but I had no desire to talk. I was not yet ready to share my experience of the hermit  and the well with the other boys. What had happened was something very precious and sacred, and I wanted to keep it to myself. I sat down on the ground and ate my lunch quietly. The rice and the sesame seeds tasted so good. I felt calm and happy and peaceful.
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I met my hermit in the form of a well. The image of the well and the sound of dripping water are still alive in me today. You too may have met your hermit, perhaps not as a well but as something else equally marvelous. Perhaps it was a rock, a tree, a star, or a beautiful sunset. The hermit is the Buddha inside of you.

Maybe you haven’t met your hermit yet, but if you look deeply, your hermit will be revealed to you. I have invited children to write to me when they meet their hermit and some of them have. It always makes me so happy to read the stories of their encounters with their hermit. The hermit is inside of you. In fact, all the wonderful things that you are looking for—happiness, peace, and joy—can be found inside of you. You do not need to look anywhere else.
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