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Thich Nhat Hanh
and the Unified Buddhist Church of Vietnam:
Nondualism in Action

y
Sallie B. King

History shows a paucity of ethicaily based social action in most of East
Asian Buddhist history. In Vietnam, however, the massive suffering caused
by the recent wars convinced many Vietnamese Buddhist monastics and
laypersons that it was imperative for them to actively engage in the political
and social struggles of their country. To determine the form this engage-
ment should take required the forging of a new Buddhism. Arguably the
most important theoretician of this Vietnamese movement was the monk
Thich Nhat Hanh. In this chapter, I examine the way in which Nhat Hanh
drew upon the resources of Buddhist nondualism (no good/no bad, no self/
no other) to meet the need for ethical social action by bringing experiential
and theoretical nondualism directly to bear upon a socially active “Engaged
Buddhism.” T discuss Nhat Hanh’s wartime actions together with those of
the closely related Unified Buddhist Church of Vietnam and examine the
theory behind those actions. Finally, I reflect upon the interface, in this
Vietnamese engaged Buddhism, between theory and practice, between
nondualism and social action.

Thich Nhat Hanh is a contemporary Vietnamese Zen master and poet.
He was chair of the Vietnamese Buddhist peace delegation during the war
and was nominated by Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., for the Nobel Peace
Prize. He is the author of over sixty books ranging from scholarship to
poetry, from mindfulness training to engaged Buddhism. He currently lives
in exile in France where he continues his writing, teaching and helping
Vietnamese refugees. He is a leader of the international “engaged Bud-
dhism” movement, which seeks to create and nurture vehicles for social
action among Buddhists,
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Nhat Hanh was born Nguyen Xuan Bao in 1926 in South Vietnam, the
son of a petty government official.” At 17 he entered Tu Hieu monastery in
Hue (central Vietnam) as a novice. His teacher was the Zen master Thich
Chan That of the fortieth generation of the Lam Te {Lin-chi, Rinzai) Zen
school and of the eighth generation of the Lieu Quan school, an indigenous
Vietnamese branch of the Lam Te school. Vietnamese Buddhism has long
embraced both Theravada and Mahayana (especially Pure Land and Zen)
traditions, with Theravada most popular in the south and Mahayana in the
north.2 Nhat Hanh’s studies included both traditions, with emphasis upon
mindfulness, gatha (short verses) and koan.®

After a one-year novitiate, Nhat Hanh attended the Bao Quoc Institute
and received full ordination in 1949. The name he took, Nhat Hanh, evokes
the name of Van Hanh, an eminent monk of the tenth to eleventh centu-
ries, who was proficient in the three teachings of Buddhism, Confucianism,
and Taoism and who served effectively as adviser to the reigning Vietnamese
kings. The name Van Hanh means “ten thousand actions,” while Nhat Hanh
means “one action”; Nhat Hanh declared that he, unlike his eminent pre-
decessor, needed to concentrate on one thing.! The evocation of Van Hanh
proved apt for Nhat Hanh, who also proved himself dedicated to broad
Jearning both within and without the Buddhist tradition and who followed
the politically engaged footsteps of his religious forebear.

Already in the course of his studies, Nhat Hanh stepped out of the
well-trod path and asked staff members to change the curriculum “to in-
clude more emphasis on philosophy, literature, and foreign languages.™
When this request was rejected, Nhat Hanh and four others left. He pro-
ceeded to establish himself in Saigon, supporting himself by writing novels
and poetry while studying at Saigon University. When he graduated, placing
first in four subjects, “the elders in Hue wrote asking him to come back and
promised to institute a new policy allowing monks to follow studies outside
the pagoda.”s Although he returned vindicated, harmony with the elders
was short-lived due to Nhat Hanh's radical ideas.

In 1950 Nhat Hanh and Thich Tri Huu founded Ung Quang Temple in
Saigon; this later became An Quang Buddhist Institute, the foremost center
of Buddhist Studies in South Vietnam and a center of activism in the
Buddhist struggle movement. In 1956 Nhat Hanh founded a new monastic
community, Phuong Boi, near Dalat. At this time he taught in a local high
school” and was appointed Editor-in-Chief of the magazine Vietnamese
Buddhism (Phat Giao Viet Nam), the official voice of the Association of All
Buddhists in Vietnam (Tong Hoi Phat Giao Viet Nam). In this magazine he
began to express in print the ideas of Engaged Buddhism.

In 1961 Nhat Hanh traveled for the first time to the United States,

where he studied religion at Princeton and, in 1963, lectured on contem-
e Pacddlimn ak Paliimahia Ha mainkained cantact with the more radi-
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cal wing of. the Buddhist church in Vietnam and at the appeal of one of its
lefxders, 'I‘_rl Quang, returned to Vietnam in early 1964, after the fall of
Diem. Thls_ was a time of tremendous creative activity for Nhat Hanh.
Togetl:ner with other radical Buddhist monks, he quickly began planning the:
establishment of Van Hanh University, a Buddhist university to fulfill his
conc'ept of Buddhist higher education, incorporating the kind of broad
curriculurn on which he had earlier insisted. He also founded the School
of _Youth fqr Social Service, one of the primary vehicles of Engaged Bud-
dhism during the war in Vietnam. During this period, Nhat Hanh and
pthers e.stablished a publishing house, which grew to [;e quite large and
{nﬂue.nhal during the war. He edited the weekly journal Sound of the Ris-
ing Tide, the official publication of the Unified Buddhist Church, as well as
ano'ther weekly. He kept up a steady stream of articles, books a,md poems
calling for peace and reconciliation. His publications were th;eatening to
the governments of both North and South; both banned his collection of
poetr%hPrayers for the White Dove of Peace fo Appear.
. e manner in which Van Hanh University was establi i -
ing® {\n Quang pagoda monks agreed to set upti new univelrss}iltird\;?ﬂzel\:ﬁ;t
Ha_nhs assurance that he would handle the financing. Friends, professors
writers, and others agreed to teach without pay since they u;ere all em—’
ployed elsewhere. He persuaded the abbots of some pagodas and a nunnery
to loan rooms and furniture. Then groups of three went door to door with
a ‘letter §1gned by Nhat Hanh asking for contributions. “If you do kind
thmgs_ with a pure heart, I think you will get support. Money is not the
most important thing.” Nhat Hanh stresses the importance of relying on
lt‘he people, not the rich but the poor, who are the source of its strength
If you have too much, you don’t rely on the support of the poor peo, le-
You might become arrogant or be cut off from your frue resources.” P
In_1965 Nhat Hanh founded the Tiep Hien Order, the Ortier of
Interbeing, a new branch of the Lam Te school, designed as a manifestation
of engaged Buddhism. The order is composed of laypersons as well as monks
and nuns. Its charter gives four principles as the foundation of the order:
(a) npnattachrn_ent to views, “the most important teaching of Buddhism”:
(l}) direct practice-realization; (c) appropriateness—conformity to the “ba-,
:;]c; lt;agrllle:f1 of Budgllfi(;;é‘la”[)»ﬁhile engaging oneself to “truly help people”; al-
ere are 84, N ed”
e S1000 arma doors, “even more doors should be opened”;
In 1966 Nhat Hanh made a speaking tour of nineteen countries, ar-
ranged by the Fellowship of Reconciliation.”? In the United States Iilhat
Hanh met members of the Senate and House, spoke with then Secre’tary of
Defense Robert McNamara, spoke on nationwide television, and addressed

a large meeting at Town Hall in New York. Af i
_ . After a long ta i
Luther King. Jr.. thev held a inint nrecc canforenrs in \%"\;n]f\( I\l‘\'{l.fli i\ffl:ilf
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first time publicly repudiated the war, corr}paring the Vletnameselfutlildhllssg
peace movement with the American civil rights movemc{z‘nt. Nhat anth_a
met with Thomas Merton; afterwards, Merton declared, “he and I see things
me way."!!
exaCtE; ;C:Ez ‘f;p WidEl)"le to international scope, Nhat Hanh sl?qke before thef
Canadian and the Swedish parliaments and before the B.I’ltlsh I;Ic():uset o
Commons. He spoke with the Queen of quland, t.he Arf:hb1shop 0 la& er;
bury, and Dutch and French cardinals. His {peetmg wqh Popehf‘)a}l: 1?0
the Vatican precipitated a papal mission to Sa!gon, the aim of w 1% _ \.:asm_
encourage Vietnamese Catholic involvemenic in the peace effort. (Vie gath
ese Catholics frequently tended to side with the Umt'ed States an e
Saigon government, while the Buddhist§ §trugglfad vagalnst‘thef;‘.) oot
During this tour, Nhat Hanh pubhc:zgd his influential Nf 13% 5
Proposal to End the War,” proposed in Washington, D.C., on June 1, .

The proposal asked the United States to:

1. State clearly that it respects the right of Vietnamese to choose the kind
of government they want.

2. Cease all bombing, Nerth and South.

3. Declare a unilateral cease-fire.

4. Set a date for total withdrawal of all U.S. .troops_from Viet Nam {in
terms of months) and begin the withdrawa! immediately.

5. Help rebuild Viet Nam, all aid being completely free of ideological and
political strings.”

This tour, and the questions from Western audiepces 1t' engemlie_reclCi
led Nhat Hanh to write Viefnam: Lotus in a Sea of' Fzrg, which explaine
the Vietnamese Buddhist position to the West and in Vletne-lm bicamke an
underground best-seller, though banned by the gO\{errgnent, the 0(()1 dwa;
also published in eight translations in other countpes. The tc:);li_r ernt e Ole
a sorry note for Nhat Hanh personally. Colleagues in the Buddhist 1s rufgﬁ
movement advised him most strongly not to return: As a resu \tl 0t 1s
speeches around the world, they were sure that upon his return to Vie nam
he would either be imprisoned or assassinat.ed (ther‘e had beenlfn ass;ssc;-
nation attempt shortly before he left on his mternatlona! tour).!* The ;.1 -
dhist leadership asked him instead to serve as an ex.patrlat'e repres.enta 1\;e
of the Buddhist movement. Thus began his life in exile, which continues to

resent. _
the pIr1 1968, at the request of the Unified Buddhist Church, Nhat Hanh

established an office in Paris to further the work of the movement outside
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Vietnam. In 1969 this office became the Vietnamese Buddhist Peace Delega-
tion, which Nhat Hanh headed. To help support the group, Nhat Hanh
taught Buddhist history at the Sorbonne; other members of the delegation
tutored or worked in a Vietnamese restaurant.’s They worked to publicize
the Buddhist position and to influence the Paris Peace Talks, though they
were formally barred from participating in them. They worked to “supply
information on the situation in Vietnam, send out speakers, put visitors to
Saigon in touch with Buddhist social workers, and seek financial help for
orphans in Vietnam."6

When the Paris Peace Accords were signed, the delegation decided to
stop criticism of either side and to devote themselves entirely to recon-
struction and reconciliation work.”” They themselves could not return to
Vietnam, as the Saigon government would not respond to their request for
visas; on one occasion “a plane was held at the Saigon airport for an hour
because of a rumor that Thich Nhat Hanh was aboard.”

The Paris office was closed and Nhat Hanh began a retreat period of
several years duration in rural France, where he meditated, gardened, and
practiced mindfulness, seeking constructive engagement with his new cir-
cumstances. During this period he, and members of the group with him,
largely curtailed their public visibility, though they worked actively to get
information out of Vietnam and to help the boat people fleeing the war’s
aftermath. In 1976-1977 they organized an effort to pick up the boat people
who were drowning in the Gulf of Siam; this effort was ultimately discon-
tinued due to the hostility of the governments of Thailand and Singapore.

Nhat Hanh emerged from this period of relative retreat from public life
with his energies devoted to the people both of Vietnam and the West. He
and his associates continue to work on behalf of political prisoners in Viet-
nam and to ease the plight of the Vietnamese people, especially refugees
and the very poor. Their base is a practice center in the south of France,
Plum Village. Nhat Hanh contributes to the international engaged Bud-
dhism movement with a steady stream of publications, public talks, and
frequent workshops in many Western countries. On the day on which this
paper was originally given, he conducted a walking meditation at the Viet-
nam Veterans Memorial in Washington, D.C.* This is an example of both
his creativity and his ongoing efforts to heal the wounds which continue to
be suffered on all sides of the war.

The Unified Buddhist Church of Vietnam: The Struggle Movement

Nhat Hanh’s relationship with the political activism of the Unified
Buddhist Church (U.B.C.} is a matter of some complexity. The Buddhist
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Struggle Movement was not monolithic. Individual rponks ar;c}E }rllef;s; :;z\évss
i i A contemporary witness 0 R
differed and factions did develop. : cse events,
‘ i hist movement as compose
Don Luce, characterizes the Budd 10 . e
i i isi litically active group were
main factions.? (1) The most visible, poli ; o e
hom Thich Tri Quang, Thic ,
Quang pagoda monks, among w _ o e
i i i t prominent. This group
and Thich Thien Minh were the mos I | o alten
i i i ional Liberation Front (NLF). This was {
with neither Saigon nor the Nationa . B g
ive street demonstrations at will, s
group that was able to stage masst . B
ingi ts. The headlines were theirs. ‘
up and bringing down governmen headiin s, s e
progressively )
went on, they became progressively angrier o) hich
i i-Uni h certainly never pro-NLI
Saigon and anti-United States, thoug : . ) Thieh
Social Service and some Va
Nhat Hanh, the School of Youth for n Harh
iversi i d group. These were very :
University people comprised the secon  vety close 19
d more thorough-going in
outlook to the first group but less angry an . ) ¢ in thel
i i tainly engaged in street demonstra \
pacifism. While some of _them cer e I e g b
Nhat Hanh was less inclined to do so, mor _ o hing 1o
i iti inati d much more interested in pure, sp
do with political machinations, an : npure, Spirte
i i love and compassion. (3) There
ally based pacifism motivated by e
i i has not yet been told. In a ;
o-NLF faction, though their story
:hzie three, there were of course also monks and nuns who wanted nothing
ith nolitics or activism of any kind. .
o dOII;N tlhe Following pages I give a brief account of the actloqs of the U.B.‘(:ci
during the 1963-1966 period. Nhat Hanh would not necessarily h:x\ive a‘jg;:in
i i less, he was an important lea
with all of the actions taken. Neverthe , port o
i te that were in harmony wi
U.B.C., took actions as he saw appropria :
3‘]1: overall aims of the U.B.C., and arguably made the mosil':1 1mpr?l1;ta£’f
theoretical contributions to the evolving U.B.C. program. By-attt_e ;awhich
ken, the Unified Buddhist Church of Vietnam was ;lso the 1nsét1g1; C;OB;lddhist,
, i hat Hanh as an enga ;
re than any other, nurtured Thich N
?l’?us the relationship between Nhat Hanhl a:.ld t?; IC{.B.C. was mutually
i ed.
tive, though the two cannot be simply i enti _ _
form?[‘lll\; political power of Vietnamese Buddhists first c;r;xe ]go Ln‘gir:;l
ion i i inst Diem. Ngo Din ,
sonal attention in 1963 with the struggle agams D
tlf;?d:nt of South Vietnam, was pro-Cathohc' and, .of course, }Ij'mbuntg:f
Iétates His strong Catholic identity and sympalt\]hlies, Teu'ligéﬁfeig h:in zout o%
: - . n l
Dinh Nhuy, and sister-in-law, Madame Nhu, 1 _
E)%loch :Jvith the 80 percent of the Vietnamese who we;;hz}ttl?lasgt r:;n;;r;zl?;
ists i Buddhist flags
ist. On May 8, 1963, Buddhists in Hue flew : !
z}?lé:ﬁa};:;tion of Byuddha’s birthday.?! Religious flags were tecl}lmé:allﬁz glzgnalll;
i i d and Vatican flags ha
t this had heretofore always been 1gn0fe nd ¥ only
1;):cently been flown for a ceremony honoring Dlep‘ts brothel;.1 On tl’::;:dogt
casion. Buddhist flags were torn down. That evening, a crow ga
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a radio station when an expected Buddhist program failed to be aired.®
Thich Tri Quang was inside, arguing with the head of the station and
occasionally emerging to calm the crowd. The crowd continued to grow.
Government officials arrived and ordered the crowd to disperse. Shortly
thereafter, without warning, troops opened fire on the crowd. Eight people
were killed, including seven children and one woman. Diem claimed that
a Viet Cong hand grenade was responsible, despite a film showing govern-
ment troops firing. When the American public watched these events on
television, American support for the Diem government began to erode.

This event radicalized the Buddhist public of Vietnam and propelled

more radical monks into positions of leadership in the Buddhist Church.
On May 10, over ten thousand people participated in a protest demonstra-
tion in Hue. Buddhist monks demanded “legal equality with the Catholic
Church, an end to arrests, greater freedom to practice their faith, and
indemnification of the families of victims of the May 8 shootings.”? Diem
ignored these demands and jailed many activist monastics and students.

Note that it was originally government harassment and oppression of
the Buddhist Church and its faithful that Buddhists organized to oppose.
This kind of Buddhist activism, which struggles against the government
expressly for the sake of religious freedom, has a historical precedent.® It
is, of course, less common for this kind of struggle to escalate into one
which can bring down governments and struggle with the greatest military
power on the planet, as occurred during the war in Vietnam.

On June 11, the monk Thich Quang Duc burned himseif to death in
protest of these events. Photographs of the burning monk dominated the
front pages of U.S. newspapers the next day, stunning the American public.
Under U.S. pressure, Diem signed an agreement acceding to Buddhist de-
mands but failed to change his actions. Tension continued to raise as in-
creasing numbers of monks, nuns, and students protested with marches,
strikes, and fasts. The pagodas were the center of many of these activities.
Diem, under the influence of the Nhus, identified the Buddhist movement
with activities of the Communist National Liberation Front and continued
his policy of persecution and arrest. Further self-immolations by Buddhists
occurred, which Madame Nhu mocked as “barbecues,” as was widely re-
ported in the American news media.2s

The situation came to a head, from the Buddhist perspective, on the
night of August 21, when Diem’s forces raided Buddhist pagodas in Saigon,
Hue, and other cities in South Vietnam. In the assault, monks were force-
fully ousted, 1,420 of them arrested, several killed, about thirty injured and
pagodas ransacked. From this point on, coup planning by top South Viet-
namese generals became serious. In the United States, the Kennedy admin-
istration recognized the politically disastrous nature of Diem’s actions in a
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country that was 80 percent Buddhist and worried about “the continued
reliability of ‘the predominantly Buddhist composition of the armed forces'
if further Buddhist suicides or demonstrations were atternpted.”® Under
the circumstances, the 1J.S. government gave encouragement to the coup
planners.”” Protests and arrests of protesters continued throughout Sep-
tember and October.

On October 8, Thich Nhat Hanh, who was at Columbia University at
the time, presented documents on human rights violations in South Viet-
nam to the United Nations; the UN General Assembly authorized a fact
finding mission. On October 27, in the midst of this mission, a Vietnamese
monk immolated himself. Finally, on November 1, the coup occurred; the
coup was bloodless except for the executions of Diem and his brother Nhu.

Thich Nhat Hanh has said this about these events:

Some said the coup was not entirely nonviclent, because, at the end, the
army intervened. But even the soldiers did not open fire, although they
assassinated Diem and his brother after the coup had taken place.

There was much discussion, though I think if's very hard to draw
conclusions. . . . And all the things that we did were done without any
prescribed doctrine, from the circulation of mimeographed documernts to
the self-burning of the Buddhist monks and nuns. In particular, the self-
immolations were not planned by any movement at all. They were the
decision of individuals.

There was no conscious ecumenical movement either. Christians and
RBuddhists, Catholics and Caodaists—they just struggled together. And we
never said, ‘Now we have done all we can do. Now you, the army, you have
to do the last thing’ Members of the army worked side by side with
nonarmy people.

There were people who described it as a holy struggle, because the
intention was so pure. The struggle in 1966, 1967, and on up to the
present has never been as pure as it was in 1963. Because, when we speak
of a third force, of replacing the government, of all those things, there is
always an intention of seizing or at least sharing power. During the 1963
struggle nobody thought of toppling the Diem government in order to
come to power. But after that, in 1964, 1965, and 1966, Buddhists, Catho-
Tics, Caodaists, thou ght of themselves, thought of their own power.

1 certainly don’t mean to say that the more we carry the struggle for-
ward, the more we fall spiritually or morally. But 1 think the motive of the
struggle determines almost everything. You see that people are suffering
and you are suffering, and you want to change. No desire, no ambition, is
involved. So, you come together easily! 1 have never seen that kind of
spirit again, after the 1963 coup. We have done a lot to try to bring it back,
but we haven't been able to.

... It was so beautiful®
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the Minh regime both played a role in the coup.® Minh's successor, Major
General Nguyen Khanh, initially cooperated enthusiastically with American
personnel and policy, but he was much more out of step with the wishes of
the Vietnamese people, among whom antiwar and neutralist feelinds were
strong. This was a matter of great concern in Washington. President J ohnson
instructed Ambassador Lodge that the latter's mission was “precisely for the
purpose of knocking down the idea of neutralization wherever it rears its ugly
head and that on this point I think that nothing is more important than to
stop neutralist talk wherever we can by whatever means we can.”™

On August 16, Khanh promulgated a new constitution rearranging the
government (the “Vungtau Charter”), giving himself sweeping new powers
and sharply curtailing civil liberties.? Massive demonstrations led by Bud-
dhist activists of the UB.C. and enthusiastically joined by students followed
almost immediately. On August 24 Khanh met with the top three leaders
of the U.B.C.—Thich Tri Quang, Thich Tam Chau, and Thich Thien Minh—
who demanded “that he abolish his new constitution, establish a civilian
government, assure full freedom of religion and expression, and schedule
free elections by November 1, 1965."% Khanh made concessions that did
not fully meet these dernands and demonstrations confinued to mount.

U.8. General Westmoreland worried that the Buddhist spokesman, Thich
Tri Quang, “had not repeat had not agreed to denounce the Communists” and
observed that although the army continued to be “the key power factor, it is,
at the moment, effectively neutralized . . ™ by the Buddhist-led popular
movement. A contemporary CIA report refiected American lack of under-
standing of Buddhist motives, stating that Tri Quang “is capable of allying
himself with the Communists at any time such an alliance strikes him as
advantageous for his own political ambitions and religious objectives—itwo
causes he almost certainly views as one.” It describes him as “a fanatic na-
tionalist, undoubtedly anxious fo see the U.S. out of Vietnam at the earliest
possible moment. ... Consequently, some negotiated or neutralist solution
which would expedite the U.S. departure must have considerable appeal in
his eyes.”®® Such was the American understanding of the Buddhist desire for
a negotiated peace, an end to the killing and freedom from foreign domina-
tion, The judgment of the final sentence, however, was essentially accurate,
as was borne out by subsequent statements and actions of the U.B.C.

Kahin summarizes the situation well. Already at this time,

the abiding problem for American officials was that the more broadly
based and responsible to public opinion a Saigon government became, the
less disposed it would be to continue with the fighting, and the greater the
popular pressure it would be under to negotiate a neutralist political settle-
ment incompatible with any continuing U.5. presence.®
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soldiers with arms tied, followed by American soldi i : i
bayonets, n?ake pfaople think of the Indochina wal: rts;eltl\zg: gtlf: f;‘ing
%ﬁn;he Viet Minh :.ar.\d cause pain even to the anti-Communist
They a?‘;es:.g . .fThe spirit of patrlotisrﬂ among the peasants is very high.
ey & iso 1m orrped about \:vorld history or ideological struggles; what
the a large force of white Westerners doing their best to kill their
ow countrymen, many of whom previously fought against the French.

The peasants do not see the victim i
; s of the American mili
Communists, but as dead patriots.¥ rmilitay effortas dead

f‘l:grilv ghzgnfznh’s pers;lpective, it was quite impossible for America to win
| every short-term American “success”—killi i
Communists—alienated the Vi y o i o
etnamese masses and thu i
term defeat for America. He wrote, “I k it i e vt
for . , now it is a hard fact for Ameri
to face, but if is a fact that the i % succeed in
> face, more Vietnamese their tr i
killing, and the larger the forc i e e
f e they introduce into Vietnam, th
: , the m
sure% lcthey destroy tt.u? very thing that they are trving to build.”® o
R é:ccl)#rse, op_ppsmon to thg American war effort did not constitute the
uddhist position, the uniqueness of which lay in its refusal to side

with either the North or th i i i
i elther ¢ e South, with communism or capitalism. Nhat

The majo.rity of the. peasants take little or no interest in the problems of
Egnms?ql:,?;?f ot; anti-communism. They arfa direct victims of the war, and
consequen y they welcorqe every effort in the direction of ending the

. ... The more the war is escalated, the more they are its victims, since
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both sides threaten their lives and property. Since early 1964 I have fre-
quented the remote villages of Vietnam. . . . Peasants in these villages hated
both sides. The Viet Cong.ordered them to dig caves as shelters from the
possible bombing, while government troops warned them that if they dug
caves, the Viet Cong would use them for resistance against the govern-
ment. They were warned that if they refused to dig the caves, they would
suffer the consequences from the Viet Cong, and they were warned by the
government that if they did dig the caves they would be beaten by the
government troops. We talked with some peasants . ..and when we had
established confidence between ourselves 1 asked them the question: ‘Whom
follow: the government of South Vietnam or the National Lib-

“We do not follow either. We follow the one
139

would you
eration Front? They replied:
who can end the war and guarantee that we can live.

The desire to put an end to the suffering of the powerless was the deepest
motivation of the Buddhist antiwar activists.
American-backed Saigon government were propagating the war, the Bud-
dhists sided with neither, but with their shared victims: the Vietnamese masses.

In January 1965, when the United States allocated funds to expand the
South Vietnamese armed forces from 560,000 to 660,000 men, with a con-
comitant increase in the draft, Buddhist and student opposition exploded.®

tions took place in Saigon, Dalat, Nhatrang, Hue, and Danang.

Huge demonstral
The demonstrators were anti-American as well as antiwar and attacked the

United States Information Service buildings in Saigon and Hue.

At this juncture, CIA analysis declared that the Buddhists were now
“strong enough to make unworkable any set of political arrangements their
leaders care to oppose.” Ambassador Taylor declared that the Buddhists
were “in a position of ‘increased prestige and influence in [the] country,’
whereby they ‘could create an atmosphere conducive to pressures for a
negotiated settlement.’ ™ In early 1965, South Vietnamese military weak-
ness, political factionalism, and dramatic growth in the Buddhist move-
ment combined to convince many American leaders that a neutralist
government in South Vietnam was immanent.”® Khanh, souring on the U.S.
role in Vietnam, reached an agreement with Buddhist leaders to oust the
prime minister they fiercely opposed as too much under the control of
American influence. He also began a covert dialogue with the NLF. This was
too much for American officials and a number of South Vietnamese gener-
als and Khanh was soon removed from power.

As the war expanded with more and more U.S. ground troops, large
numbers of civilians in South Vietnam were being killed in the effort to
eliminate Viet Cong. An American Congressional hawk admitted in early
1966 that “an average of two civilians were killed for every Viet Cong,

and . . . in some recent search-and-find missions against the VC the ratio

Since both the NLF and the .
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has been six civilians to on i
ans e enemy soldier.” This resulted in h
[C)ers.t .of refugees w1th1_n South Vietnam and, as Nhat Hanh pointe:‘.{lgcfurtmtllj]:
on lé];i(i ts;rillgtgenmig of antiwar sentiment, channeled by the Buddh’ists
nt to directly confront the United Stat d forbi :
of neutralism or negotiations, th i Gty fooen to speak
: , the Buddhist leadership f i
sentiment on a demand for election i et o fomuer
iment s. The Saigon government f
public opinion to promise elections b s woreed by
. ut kept the promise i
nite. The Buddhists continued to is poi e indefr
press this point. However, electi
strenuously opposed by the U.S. missi i it e s
y op . misston who believed that “if
assembly sits in Saigon, it wi iating witt o
iy sits I 02 gon, it will be on the phone negotiating with Hanoi
militg;y rg;(:\l;:"l;alg?nitnt(]))::anf, Hue, znd Saigon, mass rallies called for the
ep down and allow free elections. T i
ern South Vietnam (especiall ) worn e or
y the Danang and Hue are
pathetic to these demands. Generals i i o) were very sym-
' . s in that region refused ili
force against the movemnent o resie ety
: as demanded by the Sai i
time, the Saigon government made ili o mriot ot
, 4 . conciliatory promises to Buddhi
ers Thich Tri Quang and Thich Tam Ch o Do
: au that they soon broke. D
tions broke out again in Hue and i i e by lendens o
in Saigon, the latter joined
the South Vietnamese Catholi ity, ot o e of
Ic com ici
it etion: Lem munity. The movement used explicitly
- Sr[;)}ﬁ?lﬁi came to"a head as the Saigon regime lost control of north-
pen Sout Daf;?];n‘l{h On 1?_131'11 2 {President] Johnson was advised that in
e police, civil servants, and large elemen
P . ’ ts
‘l‘(;gil lslt Pwlsnon, [troops] are in total sympathy with the [Buddhis?tf-lfe}:i{il
s l;lgg E;N _tg}tl‘oup apd that ianti-American themes have been increas-
jun.ta N 1h An}encan.t_xrgmg, planning, and assistance, the Saigon
Doy c;:gc t S}?lﬁ;)n military forces headed by General Ky himself into
rus e opposition, using a U.S. ba i
However, the local commander, G yen Van G E brounc
ver, , General Nguyen Van Chu
permit the Saigon forces to leave the b o hont
: ase. Another general, head
tered in Hue, also declared for  vwas forced
, the Struggle Move t
to back down. Publicly, concessi he Dot e
: - F A ssions were made to the Buddhist
promised to withdraw his troo Ky ot b
ps from Danang. Privately, K i
troops out of sight on the Ameri ' et i
can base and organized a ] i
up. Ky promised elections for a consti e o ol
fuent assembly to be held withi
three to five months, the resi i ili ; e hin
: R gnation of the militar i
diately after the elections iti it o
( and a political, rather th ili i
in the area of the uprisings. “On i o, solution
. the basis of these promi i
understood [Ambassador] Lodge h o Tr1 Quon, e e
: ad concurred in,” Tri Q
Buddhist leaders called off th i e T, G Moy
: e demonstratio i i i
making a personal appeal in Hue. "7 1% with Tt Quang himself
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During a few weeks of calm, the Saigon government prepared their
assault. In early May, Ky announced that the government would break most
of the promises it had made to the Buddhists. On May 15 the military
crackdown on Danang was begun. Using American arms, tanks, and bases,
and moving at a time when local troops supportive of the Struggle Move-
ment had been lured away, the junta crushed the opposition. Thousands of
Buddhist families placed their sacred family altars in the streets to block
the tanks’ passage, to no avail. After two days “of bitter fighting ... Ky's
forces had captured the Struggle Movement’s strongholds, including one
pagoda compound described by [the New York Times's Neil] Sheehan as
looking like ‘a charnel house.” The 700 local troops who backed the Struggle
Movement surrendered, along with the monks, Buddhist boy scouts, stu-
dents, and other civilians aligned with thern.”® On the heels of these events,
Thich Nhat Hanh narrowly escaped an assassination atternpt and left Viet-
nam on May 22, invited by the Fellowship of Reconciliation to represent the
Buddhist cause before the American people. This became the international
tour that ended in his exile.

In Vietnam, “Ky moved quickly against the Buddhists in Saigon, his
troops using fixed bayonets and tear gas to drive some two thousand monks,
nuns, and others into a pagoda compound, and arrested twenty leaders at the
Buddhist Youth headquarters along with several labor leaders.”™* When “stu-
dent supporters of the Struggle Movement in Hue.. . burned the U.S. con-
sulate and USIS library there,” Ky moved against Hue. “By June 19 his troops
were in control of all Hue, and soon arrested Tri Quang and several hundred
other Buddhist monks and university and high-school students.” Tri Quang
was quickly released, but many other monks “were still in prison nine years
later when the Saigon government fell.” Shortly thereafter, the crackdown
on the Saigon Buddhist movernent was completed. On June 25, Ambassador
Henry Cabot Lodge “publicly praised Ky’s regime for its stand in putting
down the Struggle Movement, referring to this as ‘a solid political victory.” ™

This was the end of the last major challenge the Buddhist movement
posed to the South Vietnamese government and the United States. Although
Buddhist struggle and protest continued with massive popular support and
many successful peace campaigns, it never regained momentum sufficient
to bring down a government or change the course of the war. The two main
veasons for this were: first, the Thieu-Ky regime in Saigon stayed in step
with American expectations and thus enjoyed firm political and military
backing from the latter; and second, the Buddhist movement was fiercely
suppressed by the Saigon government from the May 1966 crackdown until
the end of the war. As an illustration, the U.B.C. obtained documents in
1968 showing that of 1,870 prisoners in Chi Hoa Prison, Saigon, 1,665 were
listed on the daily census as “Buddhists,” fifty as “Communists.”™?
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Forms of Buddhist Engagement

As noted previously, the beginning of Buddhist engagement in Viet-
nam was the struggle to protect the practice of Buddhism. The goal of the
rr_lovement steadily widened, however, to a struggle against political oppres-
sion and for peace. In the following we briefly consider some of the forms
that the Struggle Movement took during the war. Nhat Hanh lists many
such actions in Love in Action, of which I can mention only a few.* Note
that the following were variously participated in by clergy and laity.

1. The works of “anti-war writers, composers, poets and artists” were
usad. to inspire and educate people on the popular level. Antiwar songs in
particular spread quickly and were an effective vehicle for education, for
promo_ting solidarity within the movement, and for holding attention :)n a
given issue. A number of Nhat Hanh's poems were used in this way.

A‘peace song. based on a poem of Thich Nhat Hanh’s was one of several
wldel.y used in every province of South Vietnam as teams travelled to
explain and sing about “Do Not Shoot Your Brother™: -

Our enemy has the name of hatred

Our enemy has the name of inhumanity
Our enerny has the name of anger

Qur enemy has the name of ideology
Our enerny wears the mask of freedom
Our enemy is dressed in lies

Our enemy bears empty words

Our enemy is the effort to divide us.

Our enemy is not man.

If we kill man, with whom shall we live?s

) 2. Fasting was engaged in by individuals and by large and small groups.
One fasts to pray, to purify one’s heart and strengthen the will—or to
arouse the latent awareness and compassion of the population.”s
3. Family altars were placed in the street in the path of approaching
tan_ks. In the context of traditional Vietnamese values, this was a drastic
action. Placing the family altar before an approaching tank, one symboli-
caily placed one’s ancestors, the embodiment of the family, before the tank
In other words, one risked everything. .
'4. Some shaved their heads in protest against the government. In
shav_mg. one's head one took on the appearance of a Buddhist monk or nun
reminding government officials of Buddhist values and showing one's sup-,

por.t of them. A foreign minister and a senator took this act in protest
against government policies.
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5. Noncooperation with the government was broadly adopted. Nonco-
operation included strikes, the return of government licenses, mass resig-
nations of university professors and administrators, the boycott of classes
by students, and the refusal to participate in the war. “All of these have been
met with atrocious reprisals.”?

6. The aid and protection of deserters and draft resisters was crucial.
Buddhist activities formed an underground network to help hide those who
refused to serve in the government army. Both deserters and those who hid
them were imprisoned upon discovery. “In cases where a draft resister has
been found hidden in a family’s home, the entire family—including chil-
dren—has been arrested.”®

7. The most drastic act was self-immolation by Buddhist clergy and
laypersons for the sake of awakening and educating the people.*® This sub-
ject requires extra attention. Although this was a very powerful form of the
Buddhist antiwar struggle, Nhat Hanh emphasized that it should not be
conceived as violent. It was a manifestation of the individual’s inability to
bear the suffering of the people and a powerful attempt by the individual
to reach the hearts of others. By demonstrating in this way the suffering of
war, the self-immolator hoped that those who supported or perpetuated the
war would likewise become unable to bear the pain of war and stop the
actions that allowed it to continue.

Although these acts were associated with the U.B.C. and the Buddhist
antiwar struggle, they were not sanctioned by these groups. Nhat Hanh
writes, “Self-immolation usually occurs at a most unexpected moment and
is not included in the program of action. No one has the courage to arrange
for someone else’s self-immolation. Whenever a person has declared his
intention to burn himself the Buddhist Church has appealed to preclude
the tragic act. But once such an important decision has come to a man, the
authority of the Church is no longer important.” And again:

We do not intend to say that self-immolation is good, or that it is bad. It is
neither good nor bad. When you say something is good, you say that you
should do that. But nobody can urge another to do such a thing, So such a
discussion is not pursued in order to decide whether self-immolation is a
good tactic in the nonviolent struggle or not. It is apart from all that. It is
done to wake us up.5?

Neither is the act a suicide, Nhat Hanh personally knew at least two of
those who immolated themselves: Thich Quang Duc, a monk, and Nhat
Chi Mai, a student. Nhat Hanh wrote, “It was because of life that they
acted, not because of death.”®® Before her death, Nhat Chi Mai happily
devoted herself to her parents for a month. Then she baked a cake and
brought it to the Buddhist community, wearing a beautiful dress. “We had
never seen her in that dress before, and many thought that she was going
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to marry and that was why she had deserted the community for one month.
She brought a banana cake that she had made at home. She divided it up
and gave it to every one of us. And how she laughed! Many suspected that
she was going to get married. She was so joyful. And then two days later
they heard the news.”®

Nhat Chi Mai wrote Nhat Hanh “a simple letter”: “Tomorrow I go to
burn myself for peace; please don’t worry, peace will come soon.”® As she
died, Chi Mai embodied reconciliation, kneeling in a position of worship
before statutes of the Virgin Mary and the Bodhisattva of Compassion Quan
Am (Kuan Yin, Kannon) that she had placed before her.

In addition to these struggle actions, the Buddhist movement led,
organized, and inspired many kinds of action for relief, healing, and recon-
struction, which should aiso be mentioned.®

1. Perhaps best known was the Buddhist role in evacuating villagers
caught in the cross fire or lying before the approaching line of battle. In
such cases, Buddhist monks and nuns dressed in their vellow robes and
carrying the Buddhist flag for visibility would form a double column and
walk the villagers out of immediate danger. As a rule, neither of the battling
sides would fire on such Buddhist phalanxes, though without the yellow
robes in evidence, they would surely have been targeted.

2. Sometimes monks helped establish cease-fire lines outside of vil-
lages by approaching both sides, at considerable risk, and convincing them
to retreat to lines outside the villages,

3. Buddhist social workers worked to reconstruct villages destroyed in
battle. This meant doing everything from rebuilding buildings, to mending
the social fabric and healing psychological wounds. They sometimes had to
return to rebuild the same village time and again.

4. Buddhist social workers worked actively on behalf of war orphans.
Their programs were diverse. They built and operated familylike orphan-
ages, sometimes staffed partially “with ‘grandparents’—old people who had
lost their families in the war.” Based on the old tradition of relatives taking
in a parentless child, they raised money with their “orphans-in-families”
program to make it possible for desperately impoverished relatives to take
in an orphan. Their “school-home” program provided a place for fatherless
children, “half orphans,” to go during the day and be cared for by social
workers while the mother worked.®

5. Even during the war, Buddhist social workers were actively engaged
in working to renew Vietnamese society, especially in the countryside. They
worked to educate, to teach new agricultural methods, basic medicine,
sanitation, and so on. This was conceived as a “rice-roots” effort in which
“Buddhist social workers see themselves as catalysts for the common dis-
cussions where people themselves have to take a stand with regard to what
should be done and how."®®
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Thich Nhat Hanh: Engaged Buddhist Ethics

When Diem fell, the activist Buddhists of Vietnam found themselves
virtually overnight in a position of tremendous power and prominence. The
eyes of the people of Vietnam, as well as of all the global parties to the
conflict, were upon them. What should they do next? Completely unpre-
pared, they needed to understand their role both in the light of their im-
mediate situation and in the context of Buddhist values. ’

Events moved too fast, with crisis following crisis, and time was too
short for anything like an adequate consideration of the issues. Yet the
issues were there, were wrestled with, and continue to be wrestled with.
Prominent among Buddhist activists publicly contemplating the principled
foundation of Buddhist social activism was and is Thich Nhat Hanh. In his
works written during the war and since, we see one creative attempt to

come to Buddhist terms with the imperative posed by the “lotus in a sea of

fire”: Vietnam.
What kind of ethical principles are embodied in the engaged Buddhism of

Thich Nhat Hanh? We can open this by examining one of his poems.
Please Call Me By My True Names

Do not say that I'll depart tomorrow
because even today I still arrive.

Look deeply: I arrive in every second

to be a bud on a spring branch,

to be a tiny bird, with wings still fragile,
learning to sing in my new nest,

to be a caterpillar in the heart of flower,

to be a jewel hiding itself in a stone.

I still arrive, in order to laugh and to cry,
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I am the child in Uganda, all skin and bones,
my legs as thin as bamboo sticks,

and I am the arms merchant, selling deadly
weapons to Uganda.

I am the 12-year-old girl, refugee
on a small boat,

who throws herself into the ocean after
being raped by a sea pirate,

and I am the pirate, my heart not yet capable
of seeing and loving.

[ am a2 member of the politburo, with
plenty of power in my hands,
and I am the man who has to pay his
“debt of blood” te my people,

dying slowly in a forced labor camp.

My joy is like spring, so warm it makes
flowers bloom in all walks of life.

My pain is like a river of tears, so full it
fills up the four oceans.

Please cail me by my true names,

so I can hear all my cries and my laughs
at once,

50 I can see that my joy and pain are one.

Please call me by my true names,

so I can wake up,
and so the door of my heart can be left open,
the door of compassion.®
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in order to fear and o hope,
the rhythm of my heart is the birth and
death of all that are alive.

I am the mayfly metamorphosing on the
surface of the river,

and [ am the bird which, when spring comes,
arrives in time to eat the mayfly.

I am the frog swimming happily in the
clear water of a pond,

and I am also the grass-snake who
approaching in silence,
feeds itself on the frog.

This poem locates ordinary human morality in the same realm as
animal and even plant behavior. He says “I” am a bud, a tiny bird, a cater-
pillar. This reflects traditional Buddhist ideas about the nature of human
being: we humans are not a special class, different in our essential nature
from other forms of life. We are beings who live many lives, and in the
endless round of birth after birth, we are born sometimes in the form of
human beings, sometimes in animal forms, sometimes as gods, sometimes
as hell beings, sometimes in other mythological forms. Given this idea, it
is natural to locate human behavior and even human morality in the same
realm as that of other life forms.

How, then, do animals behave? The mayfly metamorphoses; the bird
eats the mayfly. The frog swims happily, the grass-snake eats the frog. Is
there good and evil here? Is there right and wrong? We certainly do not

woartbam s T s
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ordinarily think so. As the Taoists say, “The Tao is not humane”; in other
words, Mother Nature does not operate by our standards of right and wrong;
morality does not apply in the nonhuman world of nature.

Nhat Hanh goes on to creafe a parallel between the snake eating the
frog and the arms merchant seiling deadly weapons to Uganda, to the det-
riment of the starving Ugandan child. Again, he parallels these with the sea
pirate who rapes a 12-year-old Vietnamese boat-girl, who in her anguish
throws herself into the sea. Is there not right and wrong here? Are these
not great evils being committed against innocent children? Any moral sys-
tem would surely recognize the uneguivocal wrong of such acts. How can
Nhat Hanh suggest that the sea pirate and the arms merchant are in any
way like the blameless bird or the snake?

In Nhat Hanh'’s view, the sea pirate and the arms merchant are indeed

like the bird and the snake. All are driven in their actions by the same
forces: hunger seeks satiation, fear seeks to avoid what is feared, revulsion
seeks to avoid the repulsive, desire seeks to attain the desired, powey seeks
to exercise dominance. Human ideas of good and bad are meaningless in
this context, as Nhat Hanh reveals by his repeated use of the word “I.” Tam
the frog and 1 am the snake: if T were born a frog I would enjoy swimming
in the pond; if I were born a snake, I would seek a frog for dinner. Likewise,
Nhat Hanh says, “if I had been born in the village of the pirate and raised
in the same conditions as he was, I am now the pirate.”™ It is important
to recall that in the Buddhist view there is no soul or self that could be in
its essence good or bad. While we live in samsara—the world of birth after
birth after birth, the world of confusion and ignorant passions—we are
conditioned beings. What I am is the product of my karma, my past actions
in this life and previous lives. But if my karma causes me to be born in
conditions of abject poverty, ignorance, and hopelessness, the person I
become in this life will be the product of these conditions. So just as the
snake behaves as it does on the basis of the conditions of its birth and its
experiences in this life, so do human beings.

Two implications follow from this perspective. First, there is of course
sorrow for the starving Ugandan chiid and the Vietnamese boat-girl; they
also are the victims of the conditions of their birth. The first principle of
Buddhism is suffering. The entire point of Buddhism from beginning to
end is to eradicate suffering; this is the goal of each and every sincere
Buddhist. So this is by no means a heartless view, despite the parallel drawn
between the mayfly and frog on the one hand and the Ugandan and Viet-
namese children on the other.

If the first principle of Buddhism is suffering, the second principle is
the necessity of looking carefully at suffering, not turning one’s face from
it, seeing it clearly and understanding its roots. And part of seeing suffering
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cle_arly is feeling strongly that suffering; Nhat Hanh says I am the Ugandan
f:hll.d, I am the Vietnamese boat-girl. He not only feels sorry for them, he
1r.1d1_cates that it is possible and necessary to feel complete empathy with,the
v1ctm?s of hardship. Nhat Hanh says, “I feel the hunger, the misery, the
despair tha.t those children feel; the identical feelings ’Ehat are in ’their
hearts are in mine; there is no separation between us.” This is surely the
very oppOSIte of heartlessness, and in fact suggests a degree of emotional
g?r;ir;lyltment more intense than that usually expected in our Western ideas
Second, there is no judgment called for with respect to the sea pirate
or the arms merchant, any more than there is for the snake and the bird
If. you or I had been born under those conditions, you or T would be the sez;
pirate or arms merchant and as Nhat Hanh puts it, “I cannot condemn
myself so easily.” Furthermore, “If you take a gun and shoot the pirate,” he
says, “you shoot all of us,” not only because that could and would be,: me
if I were born under such circumstances but also “because all of us are to
some ex_tent responsible for this state of affairs.”” This reflects Nhat Hanh'’s
emphasns upon the interconnections that constitute conditioned origina-
tion, pratitya-samutpada. Everything that exists comes into being as a
resutt of certain causes and conditions. These causes and conditions, in
turn, are al.l interlocking and interdependent in an endlessly complex \:vay
Therefore, in this view, everything that happens is related, albeit distanth;
for the most part, to everything else that happens. In that sense, I am, and
;E'l:;lt (zne c;f you iIs, p}zllrtially responsible for the arms merchant'’s z;nd th,e sea
irate’s actions. In that sense, there i i
AN her: e is clearly no place for one person to sit
Does it follow that morality is to be ignored altogether? By no means;
we have alr_eady seen the morality implicit in Nhat Hanh'’s identiﬁcatior;
with both victim and victimizer. The end of his poem suggests the hoped-
for state o_f morality. “Please call me by my true names” says Nhat Hth
I.am thfg joy and the sorrow; I am the killer and the killed. We canno£
simply Id?ntlfy with the boat-girl and affirm her suffering while negating
the sea pm}te as “bad.” Through identifying with both, we can overcome
_such a duz}llstic attitude toward the complexities of suffering. Through this
}dentlﬁcatlon with both good and bad, through meditative discovery of the
m?pulses behind one's own “goodness” and “badness” one can finally put
aside these categories and “wake up,” opening one’s heart to compassion
We may take the compassion of which Nhat Hanh speaks as a referencé
to Budd_ha nature. Buddha nature is our “true self,” our true identity, whose
nature is constituted by wisdom and compassion. In Mahayana tﬁought
B.‘ucld}.la natur.e is absolutely differentiated from ego personality. The latteli
lives in and is conditioned by the samsaric world of ethical judgment.
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Buddha nature has no relation to that world, but is naturally and sponta-
neously compassionate, selfless, and altruistic. Thus there is a “goodnejssf”
called “compassion,” beyond dualistic, judgmental good and evil.” This is
the hoped-for moral condition.

In sum, this poern expresses an affirmation of a naturally compassion-
ate Buddha nature as well as experiential identification with both victim
and victimizer. In the context of an imperative to eliminate suffering, this
produces Nhat Hanh's engaged Buddhism.

Regarding the means for making this vision a reality, all of Nhat Har}h’s
writings on socially engaged Buddhism emphasize the necessity of medita-
tive and/or mindfulness practice. That this must be so follows directly from
what was just stated. Both experiential identification with victim and vic-
timizer and actualization of Buddha nature ordinarily are not attained
without meditative practice. Both require self-knowledge beyond the level
of ego personality as well as the ability to act in a way free of ego involv(_a-
ment. These are fruits of meditative practice. Consequently, an emphasis
upon the necessity of meditative practice for the social activist is probably
the most fundamental of Nhat Hanh's teachings. His work, The Miracle of
Mindfulness, was written during the war years for the sake of students of the
School of Youth for Social Service. Its message was the integration of
meditation into their social work; its content was instruction in mindful-
ness practices that could be used in the context of wartime service to
others. Being Peace, written for Western peace activists, has the same
message: in order to make peace, one must “be peace”-—that is, by practic-
ing mindfulness in the midst of all one’s activities.

From Theory to Action

What principles for action can we see in Nhat Hanh's thought—
specifically, what principles for action in wartime? I perceive two core prin-
ciples of action in Nhat Hanh's words and deeds. These also can be discerned,
in my view, as the larger outlines of action of the Buddhist Struggle Move-
ment as a whole.

1. The first principle of action is always to stop all killing and acpte
suffering as quickly as possible and to ameliorate suffering when stopp%ng
it is impossible. During the war, this meant first and foremost unswerving
efforts to end U.S. bombing and to bring about a cease-fire. No other prin-
ciples, allegiances, concern about subsequent consequences, or other con-
siderations were allowed to compromise this most basic principle. On this
principle, Nhat Hanh and the Buddhist Struggle Movement both were

unbending.
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As Nhat Hanh said, “I always put peace and human life above every-
thing.”” In one conversation, he made clear that peace in Vietnam was more
important than the survival of Buddhism, and the survival of the Vietnamese
people was more important than the survival of the Vietnamese nation.™

In Nhat Hanh'’s Buddhism, as I see it, there are some absolutes and
these follow very much in the spirit of the Four Noble Truths. All of Bud-
dhism is founded upon the First Noble Truth and its practical implication:
there is suffering and it is a problem. All of Buddhism amounts to no more
than the determined effort to eliminate suffering (truths Two, Three, and
Four). This absolute withstands even the Heart Sutra's emptying of the
Four Noble Truths. Without recognition of the problematic nature of suf-
fering and the determination to eliminate it, there is no Buddhism. Although
Mahayanists empty the Noble truths, in practice the Four Vows of the
Mahayana practitioner reinstate the absolute status of the imperative to
eliminate suffering.

In fact, even the emptying of the Four Noble Truths can be seen as
reinforcing this imperative, to the extent that emptying the Four Noble
Truths guards against dogmatism and idolatry, agents of ignorance and
suffering. Nhat Hanh makes this plain in his commentary on the first
precept of the Tiep Hien Order, the “Order of Interbeing” that he founded
during the war, which reads: “Do not be idolatrous about or bound to any
doctrine, theory, or ideology, even Buddhist ones. All systems of thought
are guiding means; they are not absolute truth.” His commentary states,
“In the name of ideologies and doctrines, people kill and are killed. . . . This
precept includes the precept of not killing in its deepest sense.””™

Arguably, certain forms of suffering, for example, mild hurmiliation,
rejection, disappointment, loss, and so on may be a necessary part of a
practitioner’s path and may even be engendered by his or her teacher (Nhat
Hanh himself burned down a monk’s hut to deliver a lesson in imperma-
nence). But such things are in a totally different category from the kinds
of suffering endured by the peasants of Vietnam during the war (death,
torture, dismemberment, persistent mortal terror, starvation, orphanhood),
perpetrated upon them by strangers with no concern for their well-being.
These are simply evils.

Perhaps the word “evil” here evokes the wrong connotations, a Chris-
tian worldview of negative judgment upon evil. That kind of judgment does
not play a role here. It is not that the Buddhist observes the suffering of the
innocent from outside (from a God-like position of removal, or a scientific
neutrality), makes a judgment that what she or he sees is wrong and then
determines to take action. Rather, the scenario, as described by Nhat Hanh,
is one in which the Buddhist identifies with those who are suffering in the
sense that he or she experiences that suffering as his or her own and on
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that basis acts to remove the suffering. Nhat Hanh said during the war that
being “on the spot,” the suffering caused by bombing and oppression “hurts
us too much. We have to react.” In Cambodia also, he said, the bombing
“hurt” so much that the monks went out to demonstrate.”™ Monks and nuns
were pained by the suffering that they took as their own and acted out of
that pain to try to remove the cause of pain. Nhat Hanh describes this in
terms of the Buddhist elimination of the isolated ego, resulting in the end
of an experiential sense of an absolute separation between self and other,
and an ability to experience the “other” as in some sense “self.” Here he
discusses the relevance of this manner of experiencing for “social work”:

When reality is perceived in its nature of ultimate perfection, the practi-
tioner has reached a level of wisdom called non-discrimination mind—a
wondrous communion in which there is no longer any distinction made
between subject and object. ... have a pile of orphan applications for
sponsorship on my desk. I translate a few each day. Before I begin to
translate a sheet, [ look into the eyes of the child in the photograph, and
look at the child's expression and features closely. I feel a deep link be-
tween myself and each child, which allows me to enter a special commun-
ion with them. . . . [This is] a kind of non-discrimination mind. I no longer
see an “I" who translates the sheets to help each child, I no longer see a
child who received love and help. The child and I are cne: no one pities; no
one asks for help; no one helps. There is no task, no social work to be
done, no compassion, no special wisdom. These are moments of non-
discrimination mind.”

There is also in this activist Buddhist response to suffering an echo of
the Mencian “heart that can’t bear” suffering. Nhat Hanh says of Thich
Quang Duc and Nhat Chi Mai, two of the Vietnamese Buddhists who immo-
lated themselves during the war and whom he knew well, “Both have left
very lucid poetry and letters. When you read them, you sense their desire
to live. But they could not bear the sufferings of others. They wanted to do
something or to be something for others.”™

The principle of absolute opposition to the suffering occasioned by war
is articulated in the twelfth preceptl of the Tiep Hien Order. It states: “Do
not kill. Do not let others kill. Find whatever means possible to protect life
and to prevent war.”"

2. The second principle of action that I perceive in Nhat Hanh and, to
an extent, in the Struggle Movement, is nonseparation from all parties
involved in conflict. This involves both a refusal to take sides with one party
against another and a commitment to work toward reconciliation and heal-
ing. Certainly, no victory of any side or party against any other is envi-
sioned. Success is the overcoming of distrust, antipathy, blame, and so on
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and the creation of harmeonious community in which the former enemies
all participate. In practice for both Nhat Hanh and the Struggle Movement,
this meant the Buddhist refusal to take side with either the North or the
South, with the NLF or with the Saigon government, with the U.S. or with
“Communism.”

Action to bring about reconciliation is based upon sympathy for and
identification with all parties engaged in a conflict and, in Nhat Hanh’s
case, reflects the nondualism and nonjudgmental quality of his ethics. These
values are expressed in the following mindfulness exercise, which Nhat
Hanh recommends to Buddhist social activists.

[Tlake the situation of a country suffering war or any other situation of
injustice. Try to see that every person involved in the conflict is .a
victim. ... See that the situation is possible because of the clinging to
ideologies and to an unjust world economic system which is upheld by
every person through ignorance or through lack of resolve to change it.
See that two sides in a conflict are not really opposing, but two aspects of
the same reality. See that the most essential thing is [ife and that killing

or oppressing one another will not solve anything. Remember the Sutra’s
words:

In the time of war

Raise in yourself the Mind of Compassion

Help living beings

Abandon the will to fight

Wherever there is furious battle

Use all your might

To keep both sides’ strength equal

And then step into the conflict to reconcile.
Vimalakirti Nirdesa®

The practice of nonseparation from all parties engaged in a conflict is
less straightforward than the practice of acting to end suffering. The ele-
ment of complexity seems to lie in the practice of identification with both
the oppressed and the oppressor. Nhat Hanh has said,

... If nonviolence is a sfand, then it would be an attack on violence. But
the most visible form of violence is revolutionary and liberational vio-
lence. So if you stand for nonviolence, you automatically stand against
actual revolution and liberation, Quite distressing! No! we are not against
revolution and liberation. We are against the other side, the side of the
institutions, the side of the oppressors. The violence of the systemn is much
more destructive, much more harmful, although it is well-hidden and not
so visible. We call it institutional violence. By calling ourselves nonviolent
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we are against all viclence, but we are first against the institutional

violence.?

Contrast this with the poem, “Please Call Me By My True Names.” There we
saw Nhat Hanh say “I am” the frog and the snake, the Ugandan child and
the arms merchant, oppressor and oppressed. Here, on the other hand, is
language of siding with one side against another, standing with the op-
pressed against the oppressors. And while it is true that during the war the
Buddhist Struggle Movement sided with neither North nor South (and the
difficulty of this neutrality in time of war is not to be minimalized), is it not
the case that the Buddhist Church and Nhat Hanh as well sided with the
Vietnamese people against the foreign perpetrators of the war, the United
States? How are we to understand this? This is not an idle question; the
question at stake is how it might be possible to reconcile Mahayana
nondualism (here, unity with oppressed and oppressor) with concrete social
action.
As I see it, it is entirely correct to say that the Buddhists sided with
the Vietnamese people, but not entirely correct to say that they took sides
against the United States. In the first place, siding with Vietnamese people
meant adhering to principle #1, working to end suffering. Again, in this
ethic, opposition to suffering is a noncompromisable absolute to which all
other concerns are subordinate. Who was suffering the most during the
war? The Vietnamese people. Hence the necessity of taking their side.
Moreover, in this particular conflict, taking the side of the Vietnarnese
people already entailed siding with neither North nor South. We have al-
ready seen how the peasants were victimized by both powers. In that situ-
ation, as Nhat Hanh put it, “Peasants may give rice as tribute to the NLF,
have a son in the government army—and demonstrate with the Buddhists™?
Second, what does it mean to “oppose the United States?” The Bud-
dhist movement obviously never opposed the American soldiers fighting in
Vietnam in the sense of perpetrating or advocating any harm to them. They
saw Vietnamese and American soldiers alike as victims of more powerful
forces that created a confluence of events in which these people were caused
to kill and be killed. As Nhat Hanh put it earlier, “See that two sides in a
conflict are not really opposing, but two aspects of the same reality.” The
single reality of which all were victims was a fearful world divided into
American and Soviet camps. Seeing the American soldiers as victims in the
same way that the Vietnamese soldiers were victims, they were not the
target to be opposed. In opposing the United States, the Buddhists were
opposing the underlying cause of the suffering of all involved, Vietnamese
peasant and soldier as well as American soldier. During the war, Nhat Hanh
in particular saw the underlying cause of suffering to be the policies ema-
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nating from Washington. It was this that he opposed. Others in the Struggle
Movemeni': leadership came progressively to share this view especially aft
the c}{usi.]mgd of the movement in Danang and Hue in 1966 e
_An incident that occurred during Nhat Hanh’ im
Umt'ed States illustrates this. After Nhft Hanh address:iazgrxd?gz::reoifn télte
Louis, a man rose during the question period to scornfully ask Nhat Han};
why he was there, in the United States, if he cared so much for his people
fmd their suffering. Nhat Hanh’s reply was, “If you want the tree fo grclj)w
it won’t help to water the leaves. You have to water the roots. Many of thé
roots of the war are here, in your country. To help the people who are to
be b(’),rnbed, to try to protect them from this suffering, T have to come
here.”® Note that the answer refers back to principle #f and to the Four
Noble Truths: to put an end to suffering is the motive and goal; to attain
;ile goatlhone must determine the cause of suffering and remove t’hat cause
op;v::ed‘ e cause of suffering that Nhat Hanh and the Struggle Movernent
It. Is important to recognize that in opposing American policies, the
Buddhists were _not in actual opposition to any living persons. Should w,e sa
that they were in opposition to the American president? I have heard Nha)t’
Hanh speak of the extent to which our presidents are the product of forces
outs:de_of themselves and that their actions are largely controlled by their
perception of the American public’s views, political constraints, and the like
The same wo.uld apply to the small circle of men surrounding ’the presidenf;
an'd.ﬁlllpg his ear. Examining the situation, Nhat Hanh sees conditioned
origination, -nonseparation, or to use his own word, interbeing. As a conse-
quence, an individual president or powerful policymaker carmc'wt be singled
out for personal blame. His actions are inextricably interconmnected with
vast ne‘E\A{ork of conditions, including the American public’s views, the Amer'El
can political _system, global economics, Cold War ideology, and s’o on Thesle-
interconnections make it impossible to target a particuylar individ;;al for
persorTaI b{ame or scorn. They do not, however, freeze the Buddhist move-
ment mto.mactlon. The imperative to put an end to suffering impels them
to act, while the web of interbeing prevents one-sided blaming,

I behgve with all my heart . . . that the monks who burned themselves did
not aim at t.he death of the oppressors but only at a change in their policy.
The_lr-enemres are not man, they are intolerance, fanaticism, dictatorshi .
cupidity, hatred and discrimination which lie within the heart,of ma 117}
we kill man, with whom shall we live?® e

Note how much this resembies Gandhi’s principle of opposing the

deed, but not the doer. In both cases, social action is forwarded by opposing
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deeds that cause suffering while adhering strictly to nonviolence in an
atmosphere ideally characterized by a freedom from personal animosity
with an ultimate goal of reconciliation. This similarity is particularly strik-
ing, given the difference in underlying beliefs. Candhi's principle is based
upon reverence for the eternal Atman within each individual, Nhat Hanh's
upon the very absence of such a thing, that is, the emptiness of self mani-
fested in the web of interbeing.

Thus far we have considered the issue of taking sides with or against
oppressor and oppressed on the large geographic scale of nations and re-
gions and the large time scale of a war of many years duration. Now we
must briefly consider the small scale in which questions arise of supporting
or opposing particular individuals, their policies, and their actions on a day-
by-day basis; here I refer to the actions of the U.B.C., rather than Nhat
Hanh. We have seen the complexity and the urgency of such judgments in
my summary of the influential role played by the Unified Buddhist Church
during the war. Prime ministers and cabinet members rose and fell with the
support of or withdrawal of support by the U.B.C. The Buddhist struggle
movement made specific demands regarding such things as elections, con-
stitutions, and the military draft. They mobilized tens of thousands of people
to voice their demands in mass demonstrations. Here is clear siding for and
against both policies and individuals. How shall we understand these ac-
tions in the context of the second core principle entailing the avoidance of
siding with one party against another?

As I see if, the determination to proceed with such acts as demanding
elections or calling for the removal of an official is based upon a process we
have already identified. The Buddhist leadership decided to take a particular
move when they judged that that move would help to attain the larger goal
of removing the cause of suffering. The Buddhist leadership and the mem-
bers of the movement as a whole met frequently, especially during crises,
to analyze the situation and decide upon effective action.® Tactical and
pragmatic considerations played a major role in these deliberations: Did
they have sufficient popular backing to make this move? What were its
chances of success? Was it too risky, given the likely response of the Ameri-
cans or any of the powerful Vietnamese groups? Was the time right for this?
Did they have the necessary resources? Did they have any allies for this
move?

Whereas I have argued that considerations such as these were not
allowed to compromise the core principle of working to end suffering, such
tactical and pragmatic matters did and clearly Aad to influence decisions
about particular moves under particular conditions. Given the absolute
adherence to principle #1, the imperative to end the suffering, they could
not risk failing in the larger aim of stopping the war for the sake of some
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less_er goal, such as demanding the ouster of a particular prime minister,
wh%ch was conceived as leading to that larger goal. On the level of practicai
ac!:lon in a prolonged struggle, means-ends considerations are inescapable;
thfs_requires the careful study of detailed information, brainstorming (con:
‘celvmg of alternative possible actions}, weighing alternative actions, judg-
ing which action will be most effective in the light of the cou;ntless
mt?rconnections of the web of interbeing, and deciding upon a course of
action and implementing it. ’

_ .Moreover, while the particular actions taken by the U.B.C. frequently
did m\_folve opposing powerful government individuals, in a sense, the
_Gandh1an principle of opposing the action of the individual, but no’t the
individual himself, was still in place. That is, clearly no individuals were
opposed in the sense that any physical harm was done to them, and mem-
bers of the Buddhist movement did struggle not to wish ill to any individu-
als personally. This was not always easy. After members of the movement
were killed, students of the School of Youth for Social Service “declared
that they couldn’t hate those who killed their friends.” Sister Phuong, Nhat
Hanh’s close associate, admits though, “For myself . . . I must confess that
sometimes I find it very difficult not to hate.”®

In sum, principle #1, the imperative to stop suffering, takes the en-
gaged Buddhist out of a frozen position and demands action. Principle #2
nonseparation from all parties, requires that that action accord with’
Maha_yana nondualism. However, principle #2, nonseparation from all par-
ties, is less straightforward in practice and opens up difficult theoretical
and practical issues.

I m-ust reemphasize that Nhat Hanh himself did not engage in, or
necessarily support, all the particular acts of the Buddhist Struggle Move-
mgnt. I see three main reasons for this. First was temperament: as a human
being he was and is more of a philosopher than the kind of activist who
takes to the street. He did not, however, by any means negatively judge
those who did take to the streets and in fact very much supported them. As
we have seen, he composed some of the most effective slogans and songs
use_d by those in the streets. He spoke of Thich Tri Quang as, “a man of
action, and of courage and intelligence, whose life is good.”

_ Secondly, Nhat Hanh had an aversion to politics and political machi-
nation, to strategy and tactics. This comes out repeatedly in his writings.
“Out of love and the willingness to act, strategies and tactics will be created
naturally from the circumstances of the struggle. Thus, the problems of
strategy and tactics are of secondary importance. They should be posed, but
not at tl}e beginning.”® He hoped for a movement motivated by love,and
compassion; questions of political power muddied the waters. Of that most
political of the activist monks, he wrote:
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Only love and sacrifice can engender love and sacrifice. This chain reac-
tion is essential to the nonviolent struggle. Thich Tri Quang did not make
strategy: he fasted 100 days. And everyone who passed by the Duy Tan
clinic at that time had to hold his breath.®

Nhat Hanh's own contributions to the movement were of a nature Fhat
attempted to keep the focus on bringing about peace, ending suffermg,,,
recognizing that my enerny is not man, that I should not “shoot my brothex:.
He spent much of his time in the countryside, working for the peasants in
an atmosphere far less politicized than that of the urban centers. Thomas
Merton said of Nhat Hanh, “He represents the least ‘political’ of all the
movements in Viet Nam.”®

Finally, Nhat Hanh was as active as anyone during the war, but the 'acts
in which he engaged were different from those of most activist Buddh1s_ts.
Nhat Hanh was the single most prominent expatriate Vietnamese Buddhist
activist. He chose/was asked to fill this role partially because of his Western
expertise and partially because of his conviction that the roots of the war
were found in the United States. He saw himself as working on the root of
the problem in his talks with Western leaders and his missions to the
United Nations and to the Paris Peace Talks. He wrote:

... Thich Tri Quang believes that we may attain peace indirectly by means
of political maneuvering and through elections. ... I doubt myself that
much will be gained by indirect political maneuvering against the govern-
ment and the Cathelics, so long as the United States is determined to
continue the war. Underlying the struggle with the government in Danang
and other cities is the unstated question whether the war will go on; and
this the United States will decide....Only America can stop this war
which is destroying not only our lives, but our culture and everything of

human value in our country.®

This was written during the suppression of the Struggle Movement in Danang.
I believe history shows that while Tri Quang and his followers owned the
headlines, Nhat Hanh's judgment regarding what was needed to end the war
was finally correct. This by no means reduces the importance of the Strugg.le
Movement in the streets: this remains an example of the deepest courage in
attempting to invent Buddhist direct action literally under the gun.

Engaged Buddhism and Christian Liberation Theology

A few comparative notes on Nhat Hanh’s Buddhism and Christian
Liberation Theology will be instructive. One prominent similarity between
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the two is the close ties of both with the poor. As we have seen, while
seeking funds for the establishment of Van Hanh University, Nhat Hanh
stressed the importance of relying upon many small contributions from the
poor. In his view, the poor were “the strength” of the Buddhist movement
and, moreover, could be relied upon. Again, during the war, while the more
political Buddhist activists worked energetically in the cities with urban
dwellers and especially with students, Nhat Hanh’s group was particularly
effective and had a naturai closeness with the peasants, mostiy living sub-
sistence lives, in the countryside. The Buddhists’ extensive rural network
was based upon the social work of students from Nhat Hanh's School of
Youth for Social Service, which involved living in peasant villages and
knowing them and their needs on a first-hand, individual basis.

Second, as with the Catholic Church in Latin America, in Vietnam the
Buddhist Church was really the only institution available to the people for
work on a national basis outside the government (in fact, the government
of Vietnam during the war years was a poor second to the Buddhist Church
in this regard). Moreover, in both churches there is respect for traditional
authority to encourage approval from the mature and tradition-minded
population combined with the excitement of a new form of idealism to
inspire the young and free-thinkers. Perhaps most important, there is an
organization that actively demonstrates its helpfulness to the desperate.

An anecdote points to another similarity between the engaged Bud-
dhism movement and Liberation Theology: justification of new principles
in terms of reinterpreted traditional language. Nhat Hanh tells of a boy
narned An at the School of Youth for Social Service who worked with the
villagers showing them a modern way to raise chickens. They assumed he
was paid by the government for this work and when they found that he was
not, they asked him why, in that case, he was working so hard. He replied:
“Well, we are performing merits. . . . In times like this when people suffer
so much, the Bodhisattvas don’t stay in the temple; they are out here.
That’s why we are not winning merits in the temple; we are winning them
here.” In other words, the traditional practice of earning merit by such
actions as meditation, chanting, and the like was replaced in time of crisis
by actions of service to the people that also won merit. Nhat Hanh com-
ments, “It was a kind of popular theology. Nobody taught him to say that;
it just came from his own heart and understanding. That created a kind of
immediate understanding, and afterwards the peasants accepted our work-
ers.”” The peasants understood winning merits; they did not, initially un-
derstand activists monks. When the latter was explained in terms of the
former, engaged Buddhism found acceptance.

One important point of conirast between the Unified Buddhist Church
of Vietnam and Liberation Theology should be noted. “Uniquely, the Unified
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Buddhist Church is not a prophetic minority group opposing bo_th soci,ai
injustice and the complicity of the churches. It is the country’s [Vietnam |

principal religious body.™*

Politics

The Christian and the Buddhist forms of engaged spirituality §hare a
similar problem: divided opinions and a basic lack of clarity reg;%rdmg the
proper relationship between the church, its cle'rgy, and the }}oidmg of po-
litical power. This is a difficult and controversial matter which deeply di-
vided the Buddhist Church in Vietnam during the war. Let us open this up
with the following words of Nhat Hanh taken from a conversation with

Daniel Berrigan that took place during the war.

Since the success of 1963, at least one million people have come ar‘ld_ said,
We need a Buddhist political party. If you are not organized polftfc.:ally,
you cannot succeed.’ Everyone has been saying that. There are politicians
now who want the support of the Buddhist bloc. They _cz_lll themselves
Buddhist politicians and they compete with Christian politicians. The trust
we had in each other in 1963 had disappeared.

Then, after the signing of the Paris accords, we made another t?ffort. We
said, ‘Now let us disassociate ourselves from any political party, mclu.d_mg
people who call themselves Buddhist politicians. V\{e don't need a poht‘lc‘:al
party. Let’s act as a religious community only, deing work of reconcilia-
tion and healing.’ I was one of the members who strongly advocated that. o

After we had adopted that attitude, we began to be attac!{ed _by politi-
cians—Buddhist politicians as well—because of our determl_natlon to re-
turn to a purely religious stance. But we made the right d_ef:ismn. -

We monks know that our strength is not as a political group; our

strength is as a religious group. . .. -
The vocation of a priest is quite different from the vocation of a

politician.®

As 1 see it, there is widespread agreement in both Christian and Bu_ddhist
circles that it is inappropriate and ultimately self-defeating for a priest or
monk (or, potentially, a nun} to hold elected politicgl_ofﬁce. Nhat Hanh
cites as particularly problematic in this regard the inability of such a person
to be free of either the appearance or the reality of self-interested action
(i.e., acting on the basis of desire). “In Vietnam today, mos.t people”would
not consider a monk as a serious monk if he ran for public ofﬁcg. ‘-‘.5
This appears to be a sensible and clear principle, but even th1§ is not
so simple. The journalist Takashi Oka, in arguing for the necessity of a
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Buddhist political party, pointed out that the Buddhist “lay leaders did
recognize the political reality, but could do nothing without the bonzes
[monks]—for the Buddhist masses still responded to their bonzes rather
than to their lay leaders.” In other words, in the view of Buddhist lay
leaders, it was not enough to say that a political movement should be led
by the laity, since the people by and large would not respond to a lay
movement but ultimately trusted only the monastics. In practice, of course,
this was a catch-22 inasmuch as a monk running for office would no longer
be considered a true monk. This, moreover, would be the rule in any tra-
ditional, un-Westernized Buddhist country.

Nhat Hanh advocated separating the Buddhist movement from public
support of any political party or candidate, including Buddhists. This clearly
is in line with his principle of nonalignment with any party against another.
With the ultimate goal of reconciling all parties, Nhat Hanh and those asso-
ciated with him were loath to set themselves up as yet another “side” inter-
ested in gaining power for itself and thus alienating it from all other parties.
Nhat Hanh also argued against supporting a political entity because of his
observation that when the Buddhist Church had supported “Buddhist politi-
cians” they found that such politicians were only eager to use the Buddhist
name for the support and votes that it produced, but then “deceived” the
movement, failed to embody its principles and failed to join in the actions
undertaken by the movement.” As a consequence, the image and integrity of
the Buddhist movement itself was corrupted.

Yet we have seen during the war that support of and removal of sup-
port from individuals was an effective force regularly used by the Buddhist
Struggle Movement. The “one million people” who wanted to see a Bud-
dhist political party emerge sought a vehicle to channel the political expres-
sion of the principles embodied in the Buddhist Struggle Movement. Given
the deep involvement in politics of the Buddhist Struggle Movement, and
the claim of the latter to represent the wishes of the masses of South
Vietnamese people, was this not a natural expectation?

Further difficulties are raised by Nhat Hanh's stated desire for the
movement to return to a “purely religious stance,” that is, to separate
politics and religion. He remained unshaken in his enthusiasm for combin-
ing social work and religion but wanted to draw a line somewhere hetween
social work and politics. It is unclear to me, however, how such a line could
be drawn, especially during times of political crisis. For example, during
the war in Vietnam, the engaged Buddhist’s nonpolitical aim may have been
to protect the people from suffering, but when it was the political systemn
itself that was largely responsible for that suffering, it was impossible to
avoid engagement in politics. Moreover, as Oka emphasized throughout his
newsletters, after the fall of Diem the Buddhists Aad political power, whether
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they wanted it or not. The only real question was, how were they to respond
to that reality in a responsible way?*

Does Nhat Hanh'’s position mean that an engaged Buddhist can only
engage in political protest and oppositiont and that there is no constructive
role that a Buddhist can play in politics, no contribution to the creation of
a more just and humane political system? Perhaps such constructive work
should be left to others, but in a case such as Vietnam’s, when millions of
people identified their vision with the Buddhists’ (and this was by far the
most popular view in the country, with which no politician or extant political
party had any hope to compete) some way of identifying a political party with
Buddhism was needed.!®® Should the line of prohibition be drawn between
clergy and laity? Should a new category be found, something like the aragarika
concept of Anagarika Dharmapala?® But even if one could name some such
category of persons as eligible to participate in politics on the basis of Bud-
dhist principles, or even if a purely lay Buddhist political party could be
founded, would the imperfections and misjudgments that would inevitably

emerge as these people engaged in active political life be received as an |

unacceptable corruption of the nonpolitical Buddhist life?

In Vietnam, all these questions remained moot. In fact, a Buddhist
political party of sorts was founded in Vietnam, named the “Vietnamese
Buddhist Force.” The party was a lay-monastic amalgam. Thien Minh and
a monk named Ho Giac were named chairman and vice-chairman, respec-
tively, of the party; Tri Quang tock no formal post, though he sat on the
podium at the press conference while Thien Minh announced the existence
of the new party. Prominent Buddhist laypersons served on the central
comimnittee. However, the party was never fully organized, much less put to
the test, before it was suppressed. The theoretical questions in the back-
ground of a party such as this remain, however, and it is to be hoped that
Buddhist activitists will contribute their further reflections on them.!®

Conclusion

In the wake of all these questions, | will end on a positive note, Nhat
Hanh’s work breaks new ground for Buddhist thought and action. He has
modernized Buddhism, making it “appropriate” to contemporary culture
and conditions, while adhering to the “basic tenets” of Buddhism, which for
him mean the Four Noble Truths, the vows of the bodhisattva, interbeing/
emptiness, and compassion. He has significantly contributed to the forging
of a way to bring Buddhism out of monastic seclusion to engage with and
serve all aspects of ordinary life. Beyond the Buddhist context, his nondualism
in action has made a major contribution to international discussions and
programs of spiritually based social action, Thus his ideas, forged in the
particular context of wartime Vietnam, have been taken up by a global
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audience, and they address the major issues facing Buddhists today—mod-
ernization, lay-monk relations, social withdrawal versus social activism—as
well as the major world issues of war and peace, spirituality and material-
ism, human community, and human well-being.

Of the Unified Buddhist Church and the Buddhist Struggle Movement
it can only be said that theirs is one of the great examples of courage,
altruism, and activist spirituality of all time. While they are in the company
of Gandhi’s safyagraha movement and Martin Luther King, Jr.’s, civil rights
movement, they differ significantly in that theirs was not a movement led
by a single, outstanding, charismatic leader. The Buddhists who partici-
pated in the Struggle Movemnent, who worked in the countryside to help
peasants survive, who immolated themselves for peace—these people were
moved, in fact, by the ideals of their Buddhist faith.

Nhat Hanh’s own retrospective views on the Struggle Movement are
characteristic:

Despite the results—many years of war followed by years of oppression
and human rights abuse—I cannot say that our struggle was a failure. The
conditions for success in terms of a political victory were not present. But
the success of a nonviolent struggle can be measured only in terms of the
love and nonviolence attained, not whether a political victory was achieved.
In our struggle in Vietnam, we did our best to remain true to our prin-
ciples. We never lost sight that the essence of our struggle was love itself,
and that was a real contribution to humanity.'®

Epilogue

Nhat Hanh and the activist Buddhists in Vietnam were optimistic at
the end of the war that they would quickly enter into a cooperative relation-
ship with the new regime that would be of benefit to the entire country.
After all, “the UBC had been responsible for a mass movermnent of opposition
to the Saigon regimes and American intervention”® and had a well-
established rice-roots network in place throughout the countryside ready to
offer social service to the peasants. The Buddhists hoped and expected that
they could offer their services to the new government to help repair the war
damage and heal the psychological and social wounds of the people. To
demonstrate good will, the U.B.C. organized 20,000 Buddhists to celebrate
Ho Chi Minh's birthday.!® Tragically, these hopes, and this potential source
of healing, were quickly crushed.

[R]eports quickly began reaching the UBC. . . of brutal treatment of Bud-
dhist workers and clergy: orphanages confiscated, social service centers
closed, pagodas seized or destroyed, religious statues smashed, the same




356 Sallie B. King

Buddhist flag that Diem had attempted to ban once again prohibited.

The School of Youth for Social Service, so many of whose staff and
volunteers died in opposition to the war, was confiscated, its director
imprisoned, his monk-assistant badly beaten.!

The help and healing that the Buddhists offered was utterly cast aside. Once
again, Buddhist monks and nuns were detained, tortured, imprisoned, for-
bidden to leave their pagodas, forbidden to meet in large groups, forbidden
to perform any but the most traditional Buddhist functions. The new regime’s
fear of the power—the political power—of the Buddhists was plainly evi-
dent. Once again, though they may not have wanted it and did not acknow!-
edge it, the Buddhists were recognized by the government as possessing
massive political power. The government was afraid of a group that could
amass 20,000 people at will. They were afraid of a group that had a better
network than they in the countryside. This group had to be suppressed and
strictly controlled. Thus the government, spurning Buddhist assistance,
proceeded on its own to utterly botch the reconstruction of the country,
leading to further misery, especially in the forms of devastating poverty and
hunger, on the part of the long-suffering Vietnamese people.

At this writing, the U.B.C. is still suppressed and strictly controlled.
There are still prisoners of conscience, including Buddhists, in prison.!
Others have died in jail. Virtually the entire leadership has had its move-
ments restricted with house arrest or internal exile. As this goes to press
in January 1995, the top two monks of the U.B.C., Thich Huyen Quang and
Thich Quang Do, have just been arrested two days after Thich Huyen Quang
began a hunger strike to protest the arrest of several other monks (the
movements of both leaders had been restricted for years}). This is a struggle
that is still not over. Still, Vietnam, like many other Communist countries,
is tolerating carefully measured liberalization outside of the political arena.
Buddhists associated with Nhat Hanh, still hopeful despite everything, look
forward to the day when they can return to the service of the Vietnamese
people fo work for reconciliation and healing.
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