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»
Translator’s Preface

The Miracle of Mindfulness was originally written in
Vietnamese as a long letter to Brother Quang, a
main staff member of the School of Youth for So-
cial Service in South Vietnam in 1974. Its author,
the Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh, had
founded the School in the 1960s as an outgrowth
of “engaged Buddhism.” It drew young people
deeply committed to acting in a spirit of compas-
sion. Upon graduation, the students used the
training they received to respond to the needs of
peasants caught in the turmoil of the war. They
helped rebuild bombed villages, teach children,
set up medical stations, and organize agricultural
cooperatives.

The workers’ methods of reconciliation were
often misunderstood in the atmosphere of fear
and mistrust engendered by the war. They per-
sistently refused to support either armed party
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and believed that both sides were but the reflec-
tion of one reality, and the true enemies were not
people, but ideology, hatred, and ignorance.
Their stance threatened those engaged in the con-
flict, and in the first years of the School, a series
of attacks were carried out against the students.
Several were kidnapped and murdered. As the
war dragged on, even after the Paris Peace Ac-
cords were signed in 1973, it seemed at times im-
possible not to succumb to exhaustion and
bitterness. Continuing to work in a spirit of love
and understanding required great courage.

From exile in France, Thich Nhat Hanh wrote
to Brother Quang to encourage the workers dur-
ing this dark time. Thay Nhat Hanh (“Thay,” the
form of address for Viethamese monks, means
““teacher’’) wished to remind them of the essential
discipline of following one’s breath to nourish and
maintain calm mindfulness, even in the midst of
the most difficult circumstances. Because Brother
Quang and the students were his colleagues and
friends, the spirit of this long letter that became
The Miracle of Mindfulness is personal and direct.
When Thay speaks here of village paths, he
speaks of paths he had actually walked with
Brother Quang. When he mentions the bright eyes
of a young child, he mentions the name of Brother
Quang’s own son.

I was living as an American volunteer with
the Vietnamese Buddhist Peace Delegation in
Paris when Thay was writing the letter. Thay
headed the delegation, which served as an over-
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seas liaison office for the peace and reconstruction
efforts of the Vietnamese Buddhists, including the
School of Youth for Social Service. I remember late
evenings over tea, when Thay explained sections
of the letter to delegation members and a few close
friends. Quite naturally, we began to think of
other people in other countries who might also
benefit from the practices described in the book.

Thay had recently become acquainted with
young Buddhists in Thailand who had been in-
spired by the witness of engaged Buddhism in
Vietnam. They too wished to act in a spirit of
awareness and reconciliation to help avert the
armed conflict erupting in Thailand, and they
wanted to know how to work without being over-
come by anger and discouragement. Several of
them spoke English, and we discussed translating
Brother Quang’s letter. The idea of a translation
took on a special poignancy when the confiscation
of Buddhist publishing houses in Vietnam made
the project of printing the letter as a small book
in Vietnam impossible.

I happily accepted the task of translating the
book into English. For nearly three years, I had
been living with the Vietnamese Buddhist Peace
Delegation, where day and night I was immersed
in the lyrical sound of the Vietnamese language.
Thay-had been my “formal” Vietnamese teacher;
we had slowly read through some of his earlier
books, sentence by sentence. I had thus acquired
a rather unusual vocabulary of Vietnamese
Buddhist terms. Thay, of course, had been teach-
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