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PEACE 

They woke me this morning 
to tell me my brother had been killed in battle. 
Yet in the garden, uncurling moist petals, 
a new rose blooms on the bush. 
And I am alive, can still breathe 
the fragrance of roses and dung, 
eat, pray and sleep. / 
But when can I break my long silence? 
When can I speak 
the unuttered words that are choking me? 

--Thich Nhat Hanh 
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"HERE ARE MY HANDS ... " 

A modern Zen master did a calligraphy which read, "When you love 
someone, you are one with them. 11 During this past year the karma 
linking the Zen Center with the Vietnam tragedy has significantly 
matured: this means a deeper identification than ever before with the 
war-ravaged heart of Vietnam, with the suffering of the people and 
the earth. This identification culminated in January, a month of 
strong involvement at the Center, which intensified our determination 
to tread the Path of the Bodhisattvas. 

Traditional New Year's festivities at the Center were transformed 
at the last moment in response to the saturation bombing of I-ianoi. 
We entered the New Year by sitting in zazen all night and fasting for 
twenty-four hours. On New Year's Day the Rochester Sangha met and 
discussed the Center's spiritual role in relation to the Vietnam crisis, 
and then commenced a week of Buddhist memorial services for the 11 Dead 
of the Vietnam War." Dressed in black monks' robes, Roshi Kaplcau led 
the services first and later was followed by one of the Center's newly
ordained bhikshus. Ti1e unheard roar of bombs mingled with the sound 
of the funeral bells, drums and cymbals. The altar was decked with 
pictures of the war dead. These services, for the more than two mil
li6n people who have died in the long nightmare, have as their heart 
the Prayer invoking the great compassionate forces of the universe, 
"the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas abiding in all directions. 11 On the first 
day almost two hundred people chanted this prayer, and we conducted a 
service each day for seven days and repeated it on seven consecutive 
Sundays. On one evening we opened our doors and people from the com
munity joined us. 

During an all-day sitting members read statements of the Vietnamese 
Buddhists, recited their poetry, and heard recordings of their music. 
These expressions, combined with our chanting of the Kannan Sutra dur
ing each kinhin, reflected the truth of what has occurred in Southeast 
Asia for the last thirty years. It was driven into our guts. That 
afternoon the dead of the Vietnam War were with us. And the .Buddhas 
of the Vietnam War were with us. l'Je realized with all our receptive 
energies that the war deaths had a direct correspondence to the anger 
and delusion churning in our own minds. 
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A Zen talk by Roshi Kapleau examined the "spiritual disenfranchise
ment" of our nation and the karmic reverberations that will come, that 
have already come, from what we have done in Vietnam. He spoke of the 
role and responsibility of American Buddhists. He spoke of the aching 
hollowness, the utter spiritual disillusionment which besets modern man 
anu 11a tions and leads to inhuman \varf are, the inner decay which occurs 
when .a society beco~es drunk with pride and the lust for dominance. 
And ·he quoted Mo Tsu who said, "In a society of ten people in which 
nine people do not want to do good things, the tenth has to try ten 
times harder. 11 We were reminded that, as Americans and Buddhists, if 
we want to act from a truly responsive love for our country and mankind, 
the most effective way to do so is from a heart purged of greed, anger 
and delusion. 

These actions, which -have aroused our aspirations, do not mean a 
sudden recognition of the war, after year§ of silenc~, as it comes to 
an end -- or a frantic burst of activity to appease our conscience. 
That responsive communion with the suffering has always been there, 
most especially in the zendo. These actions are the furtherance of 
our zazen, our Grea t Vow to liberate all sentient beings, of our look-
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ing within our own minds for Truth. In this issue of Zen Bow we will 
print some Vietnamese Buddhist statements which illustrate the most 
important point about these activities, that they be "actions rooted 
in a non-action base." This "non-action base" is our Buddha-Nature, 
the well of Truth and Compassion. 

One man who has drawn consistently from this well is Thich Nhat 
Hanh, a Vietnamese Zen monk. Presently exiled in Paris, he heads the 
Vietnamese Buddhist Peace Delegation, which acts as a conduit for 
channeling overseas contributions to the Buddhist relief operations 
benefiting millions of its scattered and suffering countrymen. Nhat 
Hanh -- Zen teacher, poet, monk -- has for years put his life and prac
tice (not separate) on the firing line and sought even so fragile a 
peace as was recently reached in Paris, and from which the renewal of 
his country's life so desperately hung. 

These pages contain some of the agonized cry and lament of the 
Vietnamese voice. From these songs, a pain and love we can scarcely 
comprehend, we realize how little we have let the war into ourselves. 
From the examples of the lives of these Vietnamese Buddhists, we find 
inspiration to a life of practice deeply suited to our own times, our 
own struggles. And we give here the continuation of our response. 
There is a letter to Thich Nhat Hanh from a member, containing an offer 
of aid from the Rochester Sangha, and there is a short reflection by 
a staff member on the war in relation to one American's Zen practice. 
Finally, there is a means for Zen Bow's readers to join in this re
sponse. 

"Come. 
Hear me. 
For time grows short 
and danger is everywhere. 
Let us take those grenades 
out of our hearts, 
our motherland, 
Mankind. 
Let us stand 
Let us stand 
Side by side." 

--Thich Nhat Hanh 



ONGOING REPENTANCE AND RESOLUTION 

Kneeling before Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, palms pressed together in 
gassho, please hear these words. They come from remorse. They speak 
of evasion. 

When we sought only our own Enlightenment it made for a greedy time 
and a crying time. A peculiarly narrow zazen that didn't remember in 
spirit the suffering brothers and sisters who are also bound to the 
Wheel. In the Asian war misery, or angry in ashen ghettos, or crying 
for release from the cell of neurotic anxiety, or anywhere in pain 
throughout the ten thousand worlds -- the striving for Free1om on all 
levels is the Lotus Flower. We didn't remember what brought u:; to Zen 
practice. As we sought a Way Out rather than the Way of Buddha, we 
didn't question, with quite as much sincerity, the paradoxes of dark
ness which confront us on every streetcorner, the atomic doubt-mass of 
our age, the American Dream from which we are trying to awaken. 

If Compassion doesn't flow from the well of Zen, Kannon' s arms atro
phy. We know it is useless to torture ourselves with impotent thoughts, 
but the Awareness of our brother's plight is the seed from which Bodhi
sattvas grow. It is beyond thought. This seed, for some of us, was 
choked by weeds of smugness, pride, comfort-seeking, and complacency 
until the roar of bombs grew too loud, the anguish too palpable. We 
have learned that there is no dark corner within ourselves to hide from 
the exploding dualities of the twentieth century. If we don 1 t face the 
pain of the world it is because the pain of the world scares us: in the 
same way we don't face the pain of our own lives. 

Compassionate Ones, we repent this time of blindness. Help us to 
practice more ardently for the sake of living beings. Fearless Ones, 
guide us on your Path of selfless love and sacrifice. Masters of Zen, 
be merciless in America and sow your seeds of kindness. 

We resolve to open the thousand helping arms of Kannan. If our arms 
are not open, if our hearts are aloof, where is Kannon? 

Who will be America's Bodhisattva? 
Who will take up the burden? 
Who, if not us? 
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A BUDDHIST PRAYER FOR PEACE 

In beauty, on the Lotus is seated 
Lord Buddha, in his quiet strength. 
This disciple, pure-hearted, calm 
With his hands forming a lotus, 
Respectfully faces the Master 
To offer his sincerest prayer. 

I pay respect to the Buddhas 
From ten different directions, following the rites, 
For our suffering, please show compassion. 
Our land at war for twenty years 
Vietnam, divided land 
Vietnam, land of tears. 

Blood and bones of young and old 
Mothers weep till their tears are dry 
While their sons on faraway fields 
Leave their vitals decaying 
A country's beauty torn apart 
Tears and blood flowing everywhere 
Brothers killing each other 
For alien seducers. 

I pay respect to the Buddhas 
From each of the ten directions 
For love of our people, have compassion 
Guide Vietnam unto herself 
To see only one house -- North and South 
Harboring compassion, brotherhood 
Transforming separate interests 
To love ' s acceptance of us all 
I pray that the Master's compassion 
Will help us forget the hate we bear in ourselves 
I pray Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara 
That from the soil of Vietnam 
Flowers may bloom again. 
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Therefore, in pious veneration 
I offer the essence of my heart 
For the transformation of the Karma 
That all may see the spirit flower 
That wisdom lighten every heart 
I pay respect to the great Sakya 
Immense in vows and in compassion 
I vow my solemn determination 
To keep in mind only those thoughts 
Which will enhance our love and trust 
To let my hands perform only those deeds 
Which will build one community. 
And from my lips allow only those words 
Bringing harmony and concord. 

I pray to transfer all my merits to my country 
So peace can come to Vietnam 
And so help every one of us 
Achieve the fervent wish of his heart. 

--Thich Nhat Hanh 
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extracts from VIETNAM: LOTUS IN A SEA OF FIRE 
by Thich Nhat Hanh 

After twenty years of war, Vietnamese society now approaches the ul
timate in disintegration. The needless killing and dying that occur 
every day, the destruction of property, and the venal use of money to 
erode human values have resulted in widespread doubt and frustration 
among the Vietnamese. Nearly everyone is prey to venality, so that 
money seems able to purchase women, politicians, generals and intellec
tuals alike. In such a situation the peasants, who constitute up to 90% 
of the country's population, turn for help . to their religious leaders. 
They, then, in turn, are all but forced to act: the Buddhist population 
may often be found complaining about the spiritual leaders' silence in 
the face of the nation's suffering. · 

In a river current, it is not the water in front that pulls the river 
along, but the water in the rear that acts as the driving force, pushing 
the water in front forward. The image may serve to explain the engage
ment of the Unified Buddhist Church in worldly affairs, and help to 
reveal the nature of reality in present-day Vietnam. Objective condi
tions in Vietnamese society have compelled the Buddhist religion to 
engage itself in the life of the nation. To explain that engagement 
otherwise, as by the militancy and ambition for power of a few monks, 
leads to tragic oversimplification of the ·whole matter. 

* * * 

Now, as you know, the essence of Buddhism is compassion and wisdom. 
But if that compassion and wisdom are not translated into life, it 
would not be called compassion and wisdom! 

So it is not a problem of .speculation. If a man who has some compas
sion and wisdom finds himself in a situation of suffering, he will do 
what his conscience dictates. The only thing we believe is that action 
should be rooted in a non-action base, which is the spiritual source of 
wisdom and compassion. For without wisdom ·and compassion, action would 
only further trouble the world. 

-9-



from THE VIETNAMESE BUDDHIST REVIEW 

What is thoi thuc (perception of immediate reality) for a Buddhist? 
Buddhism takes two forms: self-discipline to attain illumination, in
sight into integral reality (deliverance of the mind); ceaseless serv
ice of his fellows (social liberation). A Buddhist lives side by 
side with the population in their hunger and misery, but his mind is 
always Awake, seeking to aid all beings. This is the perception of 
thoi thuc to the Buddhist. 

Let us take the Vietnam war as a practical example of thoi thuc in 
action. The Buddhist does not use an ideological system to explain 
the war, or push people into tragic war. lie lives the tragedy along 
with the people, and not only does he denounce the war, he goes on to 
seek another way out of the suffering in a Buddhist manner. Thus 
he conceives thoi thuc, the immediate reality, the ultimate silent 
hopes of the people, for the thoi thuc is the truth of every situa
tion. Born from the tragic reality of war, it aims to resolve the 
war. In so acting, the Buddhist can never act against the people. 

THE VEN. THICH TRI QUANG WILL LEAD THE STRUGGLE ... 

On May 22 the Ven. Thich Thien Hoa, Chairman of the Vien Hoa ba6 
Ccuncil of the Unified Buddhist Church, informed the press that the 
Church will formally start a struggle movement for peace by non-vio
lent actions. The movement will be launched on May 31, with a fast 
of 48 hours observed by all venerable monks and nuns all over the 
territory of Vietnam. Upon the end of the period of fasting, about 
10,000 monks, nuns, and J.a.ymen will participate in a march from 
An Quang Pagoda to the Independence Palace. Other non-violent 
actions will follow. 
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LETTER FROM A FRIEND IN VIETNAM 

Pleiku, Vietnam/ May 1972 

Dear Phuong, 

I have been doing the "little things" you did several years ago, 
the things I used to describe jokingly as the job of a "good girl. 11 

You can't imagine me, a big boy, now doing things like feeding a baby 
orphan, making a bandage for a wounded lady, urging the Little Birds, 
the pupils and the merchants to work harder in collecting rice and 
milk and medicine for the relief work. 

The fact that I am here doing these ''little things" is the result 
of an experience I had just six days ago. I was asked by the Church 
Committee for Relief Work to join a team of monks and nuns to evacuate 
civilians from the war zones. Our district has been ~hreatened by the 
NLF forces and there are thousands of civilians who are trapped in the 
fighting zones and who want very much to flee to Pleiku, which is 
much safer. We tried to evacuate as many civilians as we could·. The 
idea was to form two lines of Buddhist monks and nuns in yellow robes 
and lead the civilians out of the war zone. They asked me to carry a 
big Buddhist flag. The Buddhist flag and yellow robes were to indicate 
that this was a Buddhist group helping the civilians, so that combat
ants of both sides would not shoot at us. The first trip included a 
few less than 200 civilians. There were only 18 of us, mostly monks 
and nuns. 

H. (remember H. of the Buddhist Youth Center?) and a nun were 
wounded quite seriously by stray bullets. The trip lasted terribly 
long, as we had to stop many times, lying down on the streets and 
waiting for the shooting to lessen before continuing. We left the dis
trict early in the morning, but arriveci in Pleiku only after dark. And 
what a bad time for arrival! It was time for the rockets. Pleiku was 
shelled. Unfortunately, we were very close to a military camp, and one 
rocket fell upon us, wounding seven of us. Children and women cried 
very much. We asked everyone to lie down and tried our best to help 
those who had been struck by the rocket. 

The most wonderful thing that happened that day, Phuong, is that we 
went through both Saigon and NLF soldiers but none of us was shot at. 
I must say that they were very thoughtful and kind. Had we not carried 
the Buddhist symbol, I do not know what could have happened. It seemed 
that as soon as they saw and recognized us, they immediately sho1..-ed 
their respect for life ... 



LETTER FROM A SAIGON PRISON 

Editor's note: The following is a portion of a 
letter handwritten inside a South Vietnamese 
Government jail on December 21 and smuggled out 
shortly thereafter. It is signed by three monks, 
representing some 500 of different religions, 
who are mainly imprisoned for their refusal to 
bear arms. 

To demonstrate to the Government our determination ag~inst 
the war, our love for peace, and our defense of religiJUS 
freedom, fifty persons from among us have opposed the force
ful dra;ft and life-long imprisonment imposed on our monks and 
Taoists by self-destroying our eyes, lunbs, and fingers. 
These people want to make themselves unfit for manslaughter 
for life as a sacrifice to their religious ideal. We are 
ready to go up to hara-kiri and self-immolation to awake the 
Government to its religious oppression. \\'e voluntarily give 
up a part of or the whole of our bodies rather than inflict 
a damage on the lives of our brothers. 

On this occasion of Christmas and New Year, we raise this 
call for Peace to inform the public about the injustice we 
are undergoing, to give witness to peace-loving people the 
faith that love and peace will overcome hatred and war. At 
last, we solemnly burn the incense, close our hands and pray 
for all a PEACEFUL HAPPY NEW YEAR. We cannot have any happi
ness unless we have peace. Please have the kindness to pray 
with us. 
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Prison Badge No. 60638 

~ 

by NG 
from 

B 
whicH 

I 

'b el · 
one' 
and~ 
ened 
alway 
tist, 
he wi 
his bl 



by NGUYEN THAI, A VIETNAMESE BUDDHIST LAYMAN, 
from THE VIETNAMESE BUDDHIST REVIEW 

Buddhism is the key which opens the door of the burning citadel in 
which men are imprisoned, leading them to liberation. This is what 
'belief' in Buddhism means: to be constantly aware of one's Self and 
one's environment, and to devote all efforts to transform oppression 
and suffering into happiness and peace. This is what we call an Awak
ened Man. In whatever branch of life he turns his talents, he will 
always fulfill this ideal, whether he be politician, economist, scien
tist, etc. When a man is Awakened, fully conscious and fully involved, 
he will always have the right perception of a Zen Master, transforming 
his branch of activity into an active method for peace and liberation. 



CONDEMNATION 

Listen to this: 
yesterday six Vietcong came through my village. 
Because of this my village was bombed -- completely destroyed. 
Every soul was killed. 
When I come back to the village now, the day after, 
there is nothing to see but clouds of dust and the river, still flowing. 
The pagoda has neither roof nor altar. 
Only the foundations of houses are left. 
The bamboo thickets have been burned away. 

Here in the presence of the undisturbed stars, 
in the invisible presence of all the people still alive on earth, 
let me raise my voice to denounce this filthy war, 
this murder of brothers by brothers! 
I have a question: Who pushed us into this killing of one another? 

Whoever is listening, be my witness! 
I cannot accept this war. 
I never could, I never shall. 
I must say this a thousand times before I am killed. 

I feel I am like that bird which dies for the sake of 
dripping blood from its broken beak and crying out: 
Beware! Turn around to face your real enemies -
ambition, violence, hatred, greed. 

its mate, 

Men cannot be our enemies -- even men called 'Vietcong!' 
If we kill men, what brothers will we have left? 
With whom shall we 1 i ve then? 

--Thich Nhat Hanh 
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NH.AT HANH IS MY BROTHER 
by Thomas Merton 

This is not a political statement. It has no ulterior motive, it seeks 
to provoke no immediate reaction 'for' or 'against' this or that side in 
the Vietnam war. It is on the contrary a human and personal statement 
and an anguished plea for Thich Nhat Hanh who is my brother. He is more 
my brother than many who are nearer to me by race and nationality, because 
he and I see things exactly the same way. He and I deplore the war that 
is ravaging his country. We deplore it for exactly the same reasons: 
human reasons, reasons of sanity, justice and love. We deplore the need
less destruction, the fantastic and callous ravaging of human life, the 
rape of the culture and spirit of an exhausted people. 

Nhat Hanh is a free man who has acted as a free man in favor of his 
brothers and moved by the spiritual dynamic of a tradition of religious 
compassion. He has come among us as many others have, from time to 
time, bearing witness to the spirit of Zen. More than any other he has 
shown us that Zen is not an esoteric and world-denying cult of inner 
illumination, but that it has its rare and unique sense of responsibil
ity in the modern world. Wherever he goes he will walk in the strength 
of his spirit and in the solitude of the Zen monk who sees beyond life 
and death. , · 
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from A LETTER BY THICH NHAT HANH 
to M.ARTIN LUTHER KING 
June 1, 1965 

Brother Martin Luther King, 

The self-burning of Vietnamese Buddhist monks in 1963 is some
how difficult for the Western Christian conscience to understand. 
The press spoke then of suicide, but in the essence, it is not. 
It is not even a protest. What the monks said in the letters 
they left before burning themselves aimed only at alarming, at 
moving the hearts of the oppressors, and at calling the attention 
of the world to the suffering endured then by the Vietnamese. 
To burn oneself by fire is to prove that what one is saying is 
of the utmost importance. There is nothing more painful than 
burning oneself. To say something while experiencing this kind 
of pain is to say it with utmost courage, frankness, determina
tion and sincerity. During the ceremony of ordination, as prac
ticed in the Mahayana tradition, the monk-candidate is required 
to burn one or more small spots on his body in taking the vow to 
observe the 250 rules of a bhikshu, to live the life of a monk, 
to attain enlightenment and to devote his life to the salvation 
of all beings. One can, of course, say these things while sitting 
in a comfortable armchair; but when the words are uttered while 
kneeling before the community of sangha and experiencing this kind 
of pain, they will express all the seriousness of one's heart and 
mind , and carry much greater weight. 

The Vietnamese monk, by ·burn~ng himself, says with, all his 
strength and determination that he can endure the greatest of 
sufferings to protect his· people. But why does he have to burn 
himself to death? The difference between burning oneself and 
burning oneself to death is only a difference in degree, not in 
nature. A man who burns himself too much must die. The impor
tance is not to take one's life, but to burn4 h~at he really aims 
at is the expression of his will and determination, not death. 
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In the Buddhist belief, life is not confined to a period of 
60 or 80 or 100 years: life is eternal. Life is not confined 
to this body: life is universal. To express will by burning 
oneself, therefore, is not to commit an act of destruction .. F_ 

but to perform an act of construction, that is, to suffer and · 
to die for the sake of one's people. This is not suicide. 
Suicide is an act of self-destruction, having as causes the 
following: 1) lack of courage to live and to cope with diffi~ 
culties; 2) defeat by life and loss of all hope; 3) desire 
for non-existence (abhaya) .... 

Yesterday in a class meeting, a student of mine prayed: 
"Lord Buddha, help us to be alert to realize that we are not 
victims of each other. We are victims of our own ignorance 
and the ignorance of others. Help us to avoid engaging our
selves more in mutual slaughter because of the will of others 
to power and to predominance. 11 In writing to you, as a Bud
dhist, I profess my faith in Love, in Communion, and in the 
World's Humanists, whose thoughts and attitude should be the 
guide for all humankind in finding who is the real enemy of 
Man. -

®)) 
\ q11; 11 
1 /, ,') ,\.__..,"_ 
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Nhat Chi Mai 
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TO DISSIPATE THE DARKNESS ... 

Nhat Chi Mai was a teacher and worked parttime in the 
Buddhist School of Social Work in Saigon. In 1967 she 
told newsmen to come to the Tu Nghiem Pagoda on May 16. 
When the day came she bought three gallons of gasoline 
and went to the Pagoda. She arranged the ceremony there 
herself. She put two pictures, one of the Virgin Mary 
and one of Kwan Yin beside her. Near her she hung this 
poem: 

I wish to use my body as a torch 
To dissipate the darkness 
To waken Love among men 
And to bring Peace to Viet Nam. 

She poured gasoline over her clothes and burned · 
herself to death. 

In a letter mailed to her father and mother before 
she died, she said: 

I have decided by myself to offer my life, 
Not because I hate this world, 
But because I love it, 
I love the country, the people and mankind. 

Nhat Chi Mai recited this poem as the fire consumed 
her body: 

-lQ-



I Kneel Down and Pray 

Why do Americans burn themselves? 
Why do non-Vietnamese demonstrate all over the world? 
Why does Vietnam remain silent 
And not dare utter the word "Peace"? 

I feel helpless 
And I suffer. 
If being alive I cannot express myself, 
I will offer my life to have my aspirations known. 

Is appealing for Peace a crime? 
Is acting for Peace communism? 
I am appealing for Peace 
In the name of Man. 

I join my hands and kneel down; 
I accept this utmost pain in my body 
In the hope that the words of my heart be heard, 
Please stop it, my fellowmen! 
Please stop it, my fellowmen! 
More than twenty years have elapsed, 
More than twenty years of bloodshed; 
Do not exterminate my people! 
Do not exterminate my people! 

I join my hands and kneel down to pray. 

Signed: Nhat _Chi Mai 
The one who burns herself for peace. 
May 18, 1967 
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LET ME GIVE BACK TO OUR MOTHERLAND 
by Thich Nhat Hanh 

Last night four of my brothers died: 
One was Tho 
One was Tuan 
One was Hy 
One was Lanh. 
Let this be known to you, 
Brothers, sisters, my people, my motherland. 

Four young workers, young men, 
heard my appeal, 
went out to the hamlets, 
worked two years 
sowing trust and love 
that peace might reappear. 

Their flesh is mine. 
Their blood is mine. 
My flesh is crushed. 
My blood is dried. 
At midnight they were dragged 
barefoot, bareheaded 
to the riverside, 
pushed to their knees and shot. 
(And I was shot down on the riverbank.) 

In your presence, 0 compatriots, 
0 brothers and sisters, 
let me return the flesh of my brothers to our motherland. 
Let me return the blood of my brothers to our motherland, 
this chaste blood and pure flesh which never soiled our name. 
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And their hands --
let me return these to humanity 
and let me give back their hearts to humanity 
because their hands did not destroy, 
because their hearts bore no hatred. 

As for the skin of their bodies, 
let me give this back to you, 0 compatriots, 
the skin of four who never cooked an animal's flesh in its own skin. 

Use, please use, the skin of my brothers 
to mend those open wounds in our people's flesh, 
that immense body 
which swoons in agony. 
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skin. 

THE PATH OF RETURN CONTINUES THE JOURNEY 
(A portion of a play written by Thich Nhat Hanh after the murder 
of four students from the School of Youth for Social Service.) 

MAI: When we see Lien, we shall have to ask her to explain the Prajna
paramita Sutra to us. 

TUAN: When I was alive, not a day passed when I did not recite it. I 
thought I understood it. But it was only when that man with the 
poncho pointed his gun at my head that I really saw what the 
Prajnaparami ta was all about. 

LANH: Tell us, please, Brother Tuan, what did you see? 

TUAN: It is hard to say, Lanh. It is not something to be understood, 
but to be seen. We can easily explain what we understand, but 
not what we see or perceive. It came all of a sudden, like 
lightning. 

LANH: (begging) But try , Brother Tuan, please try. Tell us and see if 
we understand. 

TUAN: Well, when that man with the poncho brought his gun up to my head, 
I realized in a fraction of a second, without b~ing consciously 
aware of it, that he was not going to shoot me. He was going to 
shoot something else, not me. How could he shoot me if he did 
not know who I was? Since then, I have been wondering how a man 
can blow the brains out of another man without knowing who he is. 

THO: You are funny, Brother Tuan! He asked us over and over again to 
make sure that we really were the Youth for Social Service, before 
he killed us. He shot you because he knew who you were. You were 
a member of the Youth for Social Service. Therefore, they shot 
you. 

LANH: Why are you smiling, Sister Mai? 

MAI: Because Tho is talking in terms of logic. The Prajnaparamita is 
exactly the weapon we use to shatter that sort of formal reasoning. 
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TUAN: I agree with you, Sister Mai. 'Youth for Social Service' is only 
a label, a label that has been pasted on the object of the hatred 
or fear. And this object is something that exists in man's s_ub
j ective perception. It has nothing to do with yourself as a per
son. What they shot at was this object of their fear and hatred, 
and because they had already pasted the label of this object on 
you, they ended up by shooting you and you died by mistake. They 
killed you because they truly did not know who you were. 

from A LETTER WRITTEN BY SURVIVING SYSS STUDENTS 
AFTER THE MULTIPLE MURDER OF THEIR COMRADES 

Now once again we solemnly promise never to hate 
those who kill us, above all never to use violence 
to answer violence, even if the antagonists see us 
as enemies and kill till they annihilate us. We 
recall our pledge that people, no matter what their 
origin, never are our enemies. Help us to keep 
steadily this non-violent mind in our social work 
by love which asks for nothing in return. 
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from THE VIETNAMESE BUDDHIST REVIEW 

In our age of crisis and violence, where man so 
needs the protection of a Compassionate force, the 
Buddhist must realize the importance of his mission. 
For Buddhism is the respect for coexistence and for 
life. It offers a way out of the nets of violence 
which entrap mankind, for in its essence it does not 
contain the seeds of violen~e, conflict and contra
diction. It is ironic to see a Buddhist veering to 
a left or right wing position. For in the pure de
sire to liberate mankind there is _no Left or Right 
way. 

' 
''--

-. o: 
-.. . 
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A LETTER 

We sadly share with you the news of the death of Thich Thanh V2n, 
the Executive Director of the School of Youth for Social Service. 
He has been seriously injured when a U.S. Army truck hit the car in 
which he was returning from relief work in Suoi Nghe on June 2, 1972. 
He died on June 4, two days after being refused treatment in a U.S. 
Army hospital nearby. 

During its seven years of service, the School has been able to 
relieve very little of the suffering of the people, but it has 
shared in their suffering of all kinds. Great numbers of Viet
namese civilians have been killed by warring parties: sj x vf our 
workers have been deliberately killed by the warring parties. 
Great numbers of Vietnamese peasants are suspected, kidnapped and 
liquidated: eight of our workers have been kidnapped. Great num
bers of peasants suffer from the bombs: seven of our workers dis
appeared under the bombs in Quang Tri in April 1972 because of 
their efforts to rescue people trapped between the two lines of 
fire. Thousands of Vietnamese are killed accidenta!ly by irre
sponsible American soldiers (car accidents, 'mistakes' of military 
targets, etc.), and there are no damages paid to their families, 
and no discipline for the killers. This kind of suffering is the 
least known to the world outside Vietnam. It seems as though our 
colleague, Thanh Van, has chosen to share this kind of suffering 
with those who die the most ignored deaths. 

During the funeral service of Thich Thanh Van, members of the 
School community stated that they do not blame anyone for their 
colleague's death. "Thich Thanh Van's life was for love and 
giving: his death should be for the same," they said. 

We include here an editorial which appeared in a Saigon news
paper. Please pray with us for Thich Thanh Van, and for the war 
to be ended soon. 

Cao Ngoc Phuong 
Overseas Liaison Office, S.Y.S.S. 

* * * 
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"Remembering Thich Thanh Van" 

"Thich Thanh Van -is . a man who can be described as a Mo Tsu: someone 
who spends all his life doing good things for others. Mo Tsu said: 'In 
a society of ten people in which nine people do not want to do good 
things, then the tenth has to try ten times harder.• ... 

But above all, Thanh Van is a Zen monk. His personality cannot be 
mistaken: it is a personality that has been forged and trained in a Zen 
monastery. Every time I am near him, I inherit the benefit of the mo
nastic life. Wherever he goes, he brings the atmosphere of Zen . He is a 
serene man. His words and his acts are gentle and warm. His intelligence 
hides behind his quiet smile. His enthusiasm, too, hides behind his slow, 
soft words. Even if he were not active for the welfare of others, even 
if he just lived in a Zen monastery practicing Buddhism, his snining per
sonality al ready would do much to , serve 1i ving beings. That personality 
can be found only in the great practicers of the Way. This is the kind 
of personality which Thi ch Nhat Hanh· -describes as 'practicing the non
practice, realizing the non-realization.' A Zen master who has obtained 
the Way, even if he does not do or say anything. helps to show othe~s 
the truth by his presence and his life .... 

I feel personally indebted to Thich Thanh Van. Each time I meet him, 
I feel I have more faith: more faith in the Way, more faith in .man -
which means more faith in myself. Without doing anything -- by cioing the 
non-doing -- he has given me that sense of fearlessness with which I am 
penetrated every time I see him. Since I have known him, I have never 
heard him say a bitter thing. I have never seen him angry or confused 
or self-satisfied. 

That personality is coupled with a very active life. How many trage
dies have poured down on the School of Youth for Social Service; but 
Thich Thanh Van was able to lead the organization and make it grow. A 
man like 11.laster Thanh Van can only be born from the people and from the 
Zen monastery. 

His passing away is a loss, both to the nation and to the Buddhist 
community. As for myself, I feel I have lost a friend, a master, a 
spiritual support. Looking at him lying there, I cannot retain my tears. 
Not only because we miss him, but because we pity ourselves.'' 

Do-Quy-Toan 

-77-



,. 

MES 

Lif, 
but 
The 
awa 
as 
eye 

I w 
I k 
Rin 
The 
I f 
Chi 
and 

I a 
bro 
Car 
in 
Ear 
so 
tho , 
Thi 
too 

ThL 
whe 
0 f 
The 
the 
has 

I 



MESSAGE 

Life has left her footprints on my forehead 
but I have become a child again this morning. 
The smile, seen through leaves and flowers, is back, to smooth 
away the wrinkles 
as the rains wipe away footprints on the beach. Again a 
cycle of birth and death begins. 

. I walk .on thorns, but firmly, as among flowers. 
I keep my head high. 
Rimes bloom among the sounds of bombs and mortars. 
The tears I shed yesterday have become rain. 
I feel calm hearing its sound on the thatched roof. 
Childhood (o my birthland!) is calling me 
and the rain melts my despair. 

I am still alive, able to smile quietly. The sweet fruit 
brought forth by the tree of sufferings! 
Carrying the dead corpse of my brother, I go across the rice-field 
in the darkness. 
Earth will keep thee tight within her arms, dear one, 
so that tomorrow thou wilt be reincarnated in flowers 
those flowers smiling quietly in this morning field. 
This moment you weep no more, dear one -- we have gone through 
too deep a night! 

This morning, yes, this morning, I kneel down on the green grass 
when I feel your presence. 
0 .flowers which carry the smile of ineffability! 
The message . 
the message 0£ love and sacrifice 
has indeed come to us. 

--Thich Nhat Hanh 
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HOW CAN WE WORK FOR LIFE? 

Lying on the grass in a sunny 
Rochester backyard, you put your 
ear to the earth and hear the 
coming monsoon rains of Vietnam. 
Refugee women and children walk
ing down a dirt road suddenly 
run for protection toward the 
ravaged jungle bushes. As the 
shower pours upon them, the 
ground beneath you becomes wet. 
They shiver as you shiver and 
your lips are wet with their 
weeping. The Vietnamese mother 
is using your hand to wipe the 
injured head of another. She is 
kneeling on your knees. Tonight 
as they lie awake, exhausted and 
hungry, they are bleeding your 
blood. 

We are giving birth right now 
to every single living being. 
The world is our child. As it 
suffers, our bodies know the pain 
of want and deprivation. And 
when we are fully alive we breathe 
the universe in and out, realizing 
our responsibility for the life of 
all things, even for the life of a 
leaf. How can we bear the fact 
that our arms and legs are the 
forms of hungry ghosts, wandering 
souls, and tortured humanity? 

How can we work for life? 
With the current events of man
kind so full of conflict and 
strife, is anyone benefited if 
we gorge our minds with the news
worthy facts of everyday -history? 
Are the details of such universal 
suffering of much value? To look 
only for a minute into our hearts 
reveals that the eyes of the dead 
and living are upon us, are al
ways upon us, that there is no 
hiding from their grief. 

And how can we deal with their 
sorrow? Urgent with good inten~ 
tions and trying desperately to 
calm the boiling waters of war, 
we churn the waves of political 
and social change. But if we 
are depressed and impatient, 
our cry of concern often be
comes choked by the swollen 
tongue of anger. Clumsy with 
fear, we spill the fire of hate 
and for hundreds of thousands 
of years the world burns. 

We alone are responsible for 
anxiety, for violence. We learn 
this lesson every day. But how 
can we give comfort when our 
heart, heavy with thoughts, is 
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powerless, having been eaten away 
by the roaches of stale emotions. 
Filled with remorse at the wor1d's 
plight, we find ourselves insid
iously bound: though our arms 
wave with the activity of "pur
pose," our · legs are paralyzed in 
confusion. 

,P!311 . J,~ ...... 

All life -- one mind, one 
heart -- we create and destroy. 
If our being is a prisoner of 
separation and an alien ~o Under
standing, then the pain of the 
world runs rampant. Ghosts and 
animals cry out. If we cling to 
a life of ignorance, we empower 
the murderous and hateful beings 
among us to kill and destroy. 
If our heart is bleak with dual
ity, no amount of good acti<>ns 
can end even one ounce of misery 
and our most lofty and benevolent 
thoughts continue to create the 
hell ir1to which we condemn form 
upon form. If ours are the eye~ 
of delusion, then all life must · 
endure an agonizing,· horrible 
death again _and again~ 

So how does one work for 11.:fe? 
That our mind's suffering chi1-
dren may know the coolne~s of re
lief from endless misery and 

~ frustraticm •.. that the women, 
~hilled and crouched under the 
jungle bushes; might still ra
diate th.e warmth and compassion 
coming from a deep fundamental 
clarity ... that our inner wars 
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of hateful thoughts be abandoned 
by a mind stripped of greed and 



resentment ... that scars of anger 
and fear be healed and vanish 
forever ... that at this very mo
ment men, ghosts and water buf
falo be resurrected in the one
ness of all things ... 

Empty of anything we fill all 
things with perfection. We are 
Life itself. When our Mind is 
pure in the fullness of its 
Being, totally free, unburdened 
-- all beings know the joy of 
lacking nothing, despite hunger 
and illness. Life, new and fresh, 
pervades everywhere in the midst 
of despair. The disfigured real
ize their innate wholeness. The 
dead see the emptiness of all 
forms. And every man, though 
clutched in pain at the dying of 
his son, possesses a soul clear 
and lucid like early spring. 

How does one work for life? 
We must experience an unhindered 
gratitude and affirmation of 
life, s eeing that not one person 
has ever lived. We must look 
straight into 10,000 faces dis
torted by death, seeing that not 
one person has ever truly died. 
And though murderous screams 
fill the day and night, we must 
not let one sound disturb the 
serenity of a firm mind, always 
responsive to the needs of others. 
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Then our actions arise from a 
deeper source of harmony and love. 
With .our spirit at repose, and 
our heart at rest in Insight, we 
must not let even one moment pass 
inactively, and continually work 
to clear men's minds of the grime 
of ego. And as we work to liber
ate our brothers, we strive that 
the delusion of gain and loss 
find in us no home anci thoughts 
of self and other are seen as 
transients who might come, but 
not to stay. 

How does one work for life? 
To walk down the street, going 
nowhere, simultaneously brings 
all beings to Buddhahood. Where, 
then, is there room . for saviors 
and saving? 
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LETIER FROM A MEMBER 

Brother Nhat Hanh, 

Since writing you a few weeks ago, it is as if we have moved from 
being distant friends to inhabitants of the same body-mind. From the 
first small opening of reading your article "Rhetoric of Peace" has 
proceeded a waterfall of your writings -- books, poems, plays, pamphlets--· 
all coming my direction, until our hearts, our tears, our Buddhism was 
one. You've given fire to my practice, opened my horizons through 
ideas of "engaged" Buddhism, and shown me an example of the unity of 
Prajna and Compassion in a living and vibrant Zen monk. 

This past week we've held nightly memorial services for ~11 the dead 
of the Vietnam War (one night was open to the public)'. During this 
weekend, we have had two special all-day sittings t6 aid the suffering 
of Vietnamese, and to purge our hearts and minds of those 11grenades 11 

of delusion that dwell within us. On Saturdayi we gave a reading/word 
montage of your words/poems, selected writings from the Vietn.:2mese 
Buddhist Review, stories of Mai and Thanh Van, war anecdotes -- all 
to deepen our awareness of your struggle, your pain, your fait h . The 
ability of the Vietnamese Sangha to forge itself in the hell of the 
past thirty years, and to still open the 11,000 arms of K0an Yin to 
all men, inspires us all. 

In the past week, our Zen community has been re-strengthened and 
deepened through a strong karmic bond with our Vietnamese brothers and 
sisters. Please share y6ur experience with us. Help us to develop 
Buddhism in this country that can unite Self-Awakening with s el fles s 
service and devotion to the needs of the people. 

We .will send you .money, we will send you tapes and information about 
us. We will do what we can, we will do our best to aid you. Within 
the next few weeks, we will develop a coordinated plan to raise money 
for your work among refugees~ 

Peace to you, Brother Nhat Hanh. 

You have shown us the living breathing face of the Compassionate One 
for this we press our palms together. 

Yours in the Dharma, 

-33-



P H A I D O A N PH AT G I A 0 V 1 E T NA M 

The Vietnamese Buddhist Peace Delegation to Paris 
. . e 

Address: 11, Rue de la Groutte. d'Or, Paris 18 , France/ Tel: 254-40-48 

Paris, 7 February 1973 

Dear Friends at the Zen Center, 

Thich Nhat Hanh has asked me to express to you our deep grati
tude for your contribution of five thousand dollars U.S. which we 
received this morning. We are very moved by this offering of fell ow 
Buddhists in the United States. We are very pleased to hav~ your 
prayers and support. 

We know that you rejoice with us at the news of a ceasefire in 
Vi etnam. Though the peace is not perfect, we view it as the most 
precious thing. It is like a newborn baby,. and we must nourish and 
protect it so that it can live and grow. 

The Uni fi ed Buddhist Church of Vietnam has just issued a directive 
to all CTonks and nuns to abandon any non-crucial activities and to 
devote all their time to the work of reconstruction and reconcilia
tion. There ,is so much to build: houses, villages, gardens, schools, 
hospitals -- but even mo.re important will be the rebuilding of hope 
and faith in fellow human beings. Buddhist clergy and workers will 
not participate in partisan political activity, but will do all they 
can to bring the disparate elements of the society together in com
pass i on and reconciliatibn. We know that ~e must help the peace t~ 
last, or our country will be plunged into the abyss of war again. 

Our wor kers in Vietnam will be much encouraged . to know that Bud
dhists in America have given their precious hands to the work of 
peace. 

Sincerely, 

---... __ _ r-·~,,,, 
t 

Cao Ngoc Phuong 
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