

[image: cover]




CONTENTS


[image: Image]


Cover

About the Author

Also by Thich Nhat Hanh

Title Page

Foreword: Brother David Steindl-Rast, O.S.B.

Introduction: Elaine Pagels

ONE: Be Still and Know

TWO: Mindfulness and the Holy Spirit

THREE: The First Supper

FOUR: Living Buddha, Living Christ

FIVE: Communities of Practice

SIX: A Peaceful Heart

SEVEN: For a Future to Be Possible

EIGHT: Taking Refuge

NINE: The Other Shore

TEN: Faith and Practice

Glossary

Acknowledgments

Copyright


About the Author

Thich Nhat Hanh, a Vietnamese Zen master, poet, bestselling author and peace activist, has been a Buddhist monk for over 40 years. He was chairman of the Vietnamese Buddhist Peace delegations during the Vietnam War and was nominated by Dr Martin Luther King for the Nobel Peace Prize. In 1966 he visited the United States and Europe on a peace mission and was unable to return to his native land. Today he heads Plum Village, a meditation community in southwestern France, where he teaches, writes, gardens and aids refugees worldwide.
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Twice in this book Thich Nhat Hanh puts before us a powerful image of Christian legend: In midwinter, St. Francis is calling out to an almond tree, “Speak to me of God!” and the almond tree breaks into bloom. It comes alive. There is no other way of witnessing to God but by aliveness. With a fine instinct, Thich Nhat Hanh traces genuine aliveness to its source. He recognizes that this is what the biblical tradition calls the Holy Spirit. After all, the very word “spirit” means “breath,” and to breathe means to live. The Holy Spirit is the breath of divine life.

This conjures up the Bible story of creation: In the beginning, the Spirit of God—always feminine in the Bible—hovers like a mother bird over the lifeless chaos, brooding and bringing forth life in all its forms and degrees. “For the Spirit of the Lord fills the whole universe and holds all things together …” (Wisdom 1:7) At the end of this creation myth, we see God, in a touching image, breathe life into the nostrils of the still-lifeless human figure formed out of earth in God’s own image. And so we humans come alive. From the biblical perspective, there has never been a human being who is not alive with God’s own life breath.

We Christians have no monopoly on the Holy Spirit: “All those who are led by the Spirit of God are [daughters and] sons of God.” (Romans 8:14) No wonder, then, that a Buddhist who is not afraid of the pain it brings to be truly alive—birth pain, growing pain—should recognize the Holy Spirit as the ultimate source of all aliveness. “The Spirit blows where she wills.” (John 3:8) And no wonder that alive Christians recognize their sisters and brothers in the Holy Spirit anywhere.

“Nhat Hanh is my brother,” wrote Thomas Merton. “We are both monks, and we have lived the monastic life about the same number of years. We are both poets, both existentialists. I have far more in common with Nhat Hanh than I have with many Americans.” That was written when the two peacemakers confronted together the catastrophe of the Vietnam War. It was at that time that I myself had the privilege of meeting Thich Nhat Hanh, known to friends and students as Thây (teacher), and I recognized in him a brother in the Spirit.

Great was my joy to find on the very first page of this book a reference to Thây’s sharing the Eucharist with Dan Berrigan. On one occasion, this took place in the small student’s room I occupied at Columbia University. As one of the sacred readings that evening, Thây recited the Heart Sutra, the most important Zen scripture, in Vietnamese. It was on April 4, 1968. How could I forget that date! Afterwards we went to listen to a lecture by Hans Küng, but the event was interrupted by the shattering news that Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., had been assassinated.

The ritual we had celebrated earlier that evening had once again been reenacted in history: “Greater love no one has but to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.” (John 15:13) Jesus had done this 2,000 years ago; Martin had done it today; and Thây, in risking his own life to speak out uncompromisingly for peace in Vietnam, was allowing himself to walk in the same direction. “Nhat Hanh is a free man who has acted as a free man in favor of his brothers, moved by the spiritual dynamic of a tradition of religious compassion,” Thomas Merton wrote. “We cannot let him go back to Saigon to be destroyed while we sit here cherishing the warm humanitarian glow of good intentions and worthy sentiments.” In the end, Thây was spared. Although unable to return to Vietnam, he has lived in exile ever since. The roots of Living Buddha, Living Christ go back to that time when, in the face of death, human hearts were most alive.

“It is safer to approach God through the Holy Spirit than through theology,” Thây writes. And yet he is a theologian in the deepest sense: He speaks of God out of his own living experience. And he speaks with enthusiasm—with the voice of the divine Spirit in his own heart. If we listen attentively, we will hear traditional truths expressed in startling new ways. And we might be surprised by Thây’s sure sense for essentials. For Christian readers, it would be a great loss to overlook this voice of insight and compassion, insisting instead on academic niceties and theological precision.

“Discussing God is not the best use of our energy,” Thich Nhat Hanh writes. “If we touch the Holy Spirit, we touch God not as a concept but as a living reality.” With a gentle but firm hand, this monk leads us again and again from theory to practice. He has deep respect for concepts, but as a means, not an end. The Zen tradition has developed a rich and nuanced terminology, but its emphasis on practice makes it less likely that one will get stuck in notions. Thây insists: “Reality is free from all notions. … It is our duty to transcend words and concepts to be able to encounter reality.”

He continues: “When we see someone overflowing with love and understanding, someone who is keenly aware of what is going on, we know that they are very close to the Buddha and to Jesus Christ.” How would you feel if you met a person like that? Overjoyed? Of course. Comfortable. Perhaps not. I have had the privilege of encountering men and women close to the living Buddha, the living Christ—some of them world-famous, others completely unknown; it makes no difference. Their very presence awakens us and challenges our complacency.

Reading Living Buddha, Living Christ, I felt the same challenge. I am not referring to the few passages that criticize Christian (or rather un-Christian) narrowness, exclusivism, or sexism. Any Christian who strives to follow Christ will have voiced those criticisms long ago and possibly less gently. The challenge I felt was personal. It came not from anything Thây said, but from his silence, from between the lines. I felt a bit like the almond tree confronted by St. Francis. “Start blooming, frozen Christian!” the mystic Angelus Silesius called out. “Springtime is at hand. When will you ever bloom if not here and now?” Thich Nhat Hanh’s words entered me like a Zen koan: Speak to me of the unspeakable, and not with words. “Speak to me of God!” This is the challenge Thich Nhat Hanh offers us: Come alive, truly alive!

—Brother David Steindl-Rast, O.S.B.

Big Sur, California

Trinity Sunday 1995
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In Living Buddha, Living Christ, Thich Nhat Hanh expresses deep respect and appreciation for many elements of Christian tradition—not only for the teachings of Jesus but even for the concept of the Trinity and the possibilities for experiencing the love and compassion that many Christians and certain Christian communities offer. Fortunately for his readers, however, Thich Nhat Hanh does not take the easy way out of ecumenical discussion by ignoring disagreement. He also points out elements of Christian tradition that foster religious intolerance and have led to religious hatred. Thich Nhat Hanh speaks of this from his own experience. From the time the French who colonized Vietnam allied themselves with Christian missionary efforts to the crisis of 1963 when President Diêm passed a law prohibiting his people from celebrating the Buddhist national holiday, many Vietnamese have understandably associated Christianity with foreign attempts to establish political and cultural domination.

With his characteristic directness, Thich Nhat Hanh goes to the heart of the matter. After examining the parallels between the theology of the Trinity and the Buddhist concept of “interbeing,” he takes issue with the man regarded by millions as the foremost exponent of the Christian tradition—Pope John Paul II. In his recent book, Crossing the Threshold of Hope, John Paul II states that:

Christ is absolutely original and absolutely unique. If He were only a wise man like Socrates, if He were a “prophet” like Mohammed, if He were “enlightened” like Buddha, without any doubt He would not be what He is. He is the one mediator between God and humanity.

Quoting this passage, Thich Nhat Hanh comments:

This statement does not seem to reflect the deep mystery of the oneness of the Trinity. It also does not reflect the fact that Christ is also the Son of Man. All Christians, while praying to God, address Him as Father. Of course Christ is unique. But who is not unique? Socrates, Mohammed, the Buddha, you, and I are all unique. The idea behind the statement, however, is the notion that Christianity provides the only way of salvation and all other religious traditions are of no use. This attitude excludes dialogue and fosters religious intolerance and discrimination. It does not help.

As one engaged in studying Christian tradition who also participates in Christian practice, I find myself agreeing with Thich Nhat Hanh at this and nearly every significant turn of Living Buddha, Living Christ. Yet my agreement does not come from immersion in Buddhist tradition—on the contrary, it comes from exploration into the earliest history of Christianity. As a graduate student, I was surprised to learn of a discovery that is still transforming our understanding of Christianity—and its mysterious founder. In 1947, when a Bedouin villager named Mohammed Ali was digging for bird-lime fertilizer under a cliff near the town of Nag Hammadi in Upper Egypt, he struck something underground. Moments later he unearthed a sealed earthenware jar, six feet high, and inside were thirteen ancient codices, bound in tooled gazelle leather. The collection included an astonishing number of ancient Christian gospels and other writings, including dialogues, conversation, and visions attributed to Jesus and His disciples. One of these was the Gospel of Thomas, which Helmut Koester, Professor of New Testament at Harvard University, dates to c.50 C.E.—some twenty years before any of the New Testament gospels were written. Others were the Gospel of Philip, the Dialogue of the Savior, the Secret Book of John, and the Apocalypse of Paul—some fifty-two texts in all. The books apparently were salvaged from the library of the earliest Christian monastery in Egypt after the archbishop of Alexandria ordered the monks to destroy all books he deemed “heretical”—that is, Christian sources not endorsed by the clerical authorities.

Voyaging from these gnostic Christian texts to the work of Thich Nhat Hanh, I feel I am in familiar territory. During the formative era of the Christian movement (50–150 C.E.), many Christians spoke from a perspective similar to his, seeing Jesus as one through whom the divine was manifested, and through whose example and teaching they could hope for similar enlightenment. But the majority of Christian church leaders rejected such teaching not only for the “blasphemy” of inviting each disciple to identify with Christ Himself but also for teaching what could prove confusing or destabilizing to many church members.

By investigating these long-hidden sources, we discover that the early Christian movement contained enormously more diversity of viewpoint and practice than most Christians later acknowledged or even imagined. One need only listen to the words of the Gospel of Thomas to hear how it resonates with the Buddhist tradition:

Jesus said, “If those who lead you say to you, ‘Look, the Kingdom is in the sky,’ then the birds of the sky will get there first. If they say, ‘It is in the sea,’ then the fish will get there first. Rather, the Kingdom is inside of you, and it is outside of you. When you come to know yourselves, then you will become known, and you will realize that it is you who are the children of the living Father. But if you will not know yourselves, then you dwell in poverty, and it is you who are that poverty” (emphasis added).

According to the Gospel of Thomas, that “living Jesus” indeed offers access to God, but instead of claiming to be the “only begotten Son of God” (as the New Testament Gospel of John will later insist), He reveals that “it is you who are the children of God.” This gospel is attributed to “Thomas the twin.” The name Thomas in Hebrew literature means “twin.” Did Jesus, then, have a twin brother? I suggest instead that the attribution, meant symbolically, directs the reader to discover that he—or she—is, indeed, at a deep level, Jesus’ “twin”—and fellow child of God. As the gospel closes, Jesus goes on to speak directly to Thomas:

Whosoever drinks from my mouth will become as I am; and I will become that person; and the mysteries will be revealed to him (emphasis added).

According to The Book of Thomas the Contender, another text from the same discovery, Jesus speaks to Thomas—that is, to the reader—in these words:

Since it has been said that you are my twin and my true companion, it is not fitting for you to be ignorant of yourself. So while you accompany me, although you do not yet understand it, you have already come to know, and you will be called “the one who knows himself.” For whoever has not known himself knows nothing, but he who has known himself has already understood the depth of all things.

While the New Testament gospels speak of Jesus as the only door to salvation, the only path (“I am the way … no one come to the Father except through me” [John 14:6]), another of these texts, The Teaching of Silvanus, speaks quite differently:

Knock upon yourself as upon a door, and walk upon yourself as on a straight road. For if you walk on that path, you cannot go astray; and when you knock on that door, what you open for yourself shall open.

These ancient gospels tend to point beyond faith toward a path of solitary searching to find understanding, or gnosis. The Gospel of Thomas acknowledges that such exploration is simultaneously frustrating, troubling, and surprising:

Let the one who seeks not stop seeking until he finds. When he finds, he shall be troubled. When he becomes troubled, he will be amazed, and shall come to transcend all things.

This gospel warns, too, that what is at stake is one’s deepest well-being, or else one’s destruction:

Jesus said, “If you bring forth what is within you, what you bring forth will save you. If you do not bring forth what is within you, what you do not bring forth will destroy you.”

Although church leaders also charged gnostic Christians with spiritual elitism and with solipsism, the sources discovered at the Nag Hammadi, like Buddhist sources, direct the disciple toward loving compassion for others: According to the Gospel of Thomas, Jesus says, “Love your brother as the apple of your eye.” The gnostic Gospel of Truth exhorts the hearer to

Speak of the truth with those who search for it, and of knowledge to those who have committed a sin in their error. Make firm the foot of those who have stumbled; give rest to those who are weary, and raise up those who wish to rise, and awaken those who sleep.

As I read Living Buddha, Living Christ, I wondered: Does Thich Nhat Hanh know the Gospel of Thomas and other gnostic sources or did he choose the term “living Christ”—a term more characteristic of gnostic texts than of the New Testament—by a kind of spiritual intuition? In either case, those who are more familiar than I am with Buddhist tradition, and especially those more experienced in meditation and contemplation, will surely notice in these ancient Christian sources many more resonances than I can mention here. Comparative study of Buddhism and early (gnostic) Christianity has barely begun. The publication of Living Buddha, Living Christ presents an opportune moment to deepen our understanding.

—Elaine Pagels

Princeton, New Jersey

June 23, 1995
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