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T h e  P r a c t i c e  o f H a p p i n e s s

To be happy, to me, is to suffer less. If we were not capable

of transforming the pain within ourselves, happiness would

not be possible.

Many people look for happiness outside themselves, but

true happiness must come from inside of us. Our culture

tells us that happiness comes from having a lot of money, a

lot of power, and a high position in society. But if you ob-

serve carefully, you will see that many rich and famous peo-

ple are not happy. Many of them commit suicide.

The Buddha and the monks and nuns of his time did not

own anything except their three robes and one bowl. But they
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were very happy, because they had something extremely 

precious—freedom.

According to the Buddha’s teachings, the most basic con-

dition for happiness is freedom. Here we do not mean polit-

ical freedom, but freedom from the mental formations of

anger, despair, jealousy, and delusion. These mental forma-

tions are described by the Buddha as poisons. As long as

these poisons are still in our heart, happiness cannot be

possible.

In order to be free from anger, we have to practice,

whether we are Christian, Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, or Jew-

ish. We cannot ask the Buddha, Jesus, God, or Mohammed to

take anger out of our hearts for us. There are concrete in-

structions on how to transform the craving, anger, and con-

fusion within us. If we follow these instructions and learn to

take good care of our suffering, we can help others do the

same.

M a k i n g  a  C h a n g e  f o r  t h e  B e t t e r

Suppose there is a family in which the father and son are

angry with each other. They are not capable of communicat-

ing anymore. The father suffers a lot and also the son. They

T H I C H  N H AT  H A N H
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don’t want to remain stuck in their anger, but they don’t know

how to overcome it.

A good teaching is the kind of teaching that you can

apply directly to your life, so that you can transform your suf-

fering. When you are angry, you suffer as though you are

being burned by the fires of hell. When you feel great despair

or jealousy, you are in hell. You have to go to a friend who

practices, and ask how to practice in order to transform the

anger, the despair in you.

C o m p a s s i o n a t e  L i s t e n i n g  
R e l i e v e s  S u f f e r i n g

When a person’s speech is full of anger, it is because he or she

suffers deeply. Because he has so much suffering, he becomes

full of bitterness. He is always ready to complain and blame

others for his problems. This is why you find it very un-

pleasant to listen to him and try to avoid him.

To understand and transform anger, we must learn the

practice of compassionate listening and using loving speech.

There is a Bodhisattva—a Great Being or an Awakened

person—who is capable of listening very deeply with a lot of

compassion. She is called Kwan Yin or Avalokiteshvara, the

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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Bodhisattva of Great Compassion. We all must learn the

practice of deep listening like this Bodhisattva. Then we can

offer very concrete guidance to those who come seeking for

help in order to restore communication.

Listening with compassion can help the other person to

suffer less. Yet, even if you have the best intentions, you can-

not listen deeply unless you train yourself in the art of com-

passionate listening. If you can sit down quietly and listen

compassionately to that person for one hour, you can relieve

a lot of his suffering. Listen with only one purpose: to allow

the other person to express himself and find relief from his

suffering. Keep compassion alive during the whole time of

listening.

You have to be very concentrated while you listen. You

have to focus on the practice of listening with all your atten-

tion, your whole being: your eyes, ears, body, and your mind.

If you just pretend to listen, and do not listen with one hun-

dred percent of yourself, the other person will know it and

will not find relief from his suffering. If you know how to

practice mindful breathing and can stay focused on the desire

to help him find relief, then you will be able to sustain your

compassion while listening.

Compassionate listening is a very deep practice. You lis-

ten not to judge or to blame. You listen just because you want

T H I C H  N H AT  H A N H
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the other person to suffer less. The other person might be our

father, our son, our daughter, or our partner. Learning to lis-

ten to the other person can really help her to transform her

anger and suffering.

A  B o m b  R e a d y  t o  E x p l o d e

I know a Catholic woman who lives in North America. She

suffered very much because she and her husband had a very

difficult relationship. They were a well-educated family; they

both had doctorate degrees. Yet the husband suffered so

much. He was at war with his wife and all of his children. He

could not talk to his wife or to his children. Everyone in the

family tried to avoid him, because he was like a bomb ready

to explode. His anger was enormous. He believed that his

wife and his children despised him, because no one wanted to

come near him. In fact, his wife did not despise him. His

children did not despise him. They were afraid of him. To be

close to him was dangerous because he could explode at

any time.

One day the wife wanted to kill herself because she could

not bear it any longer. She felt she was not able to continue

living under these circumstances. But before she committed

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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suicide, she called her friend who was a Buddhist practitioner

to let her know what she was planning to do. The Buddhist

friend had invited her several times to practice meditation in

order to suffer less, but she had always refused. She explained

that, as a Catholic, she could not practice or follow Buddhist

teachings.

That afternoon, when the Buddhist woman learned that

her friend was going to kill herself, she said over the tele-

phone, “You claim to be my friend, and now you are about

to die. The only thing I ask of you is to listen to the talk of

my teacher, but you refuse. If you are really my friend, then

please, take a taxi and come listen to the tape, and after that

you can die.”

When the Catholic woman arrived, her friend let her sit

alone in the living room and listen to a dharma talk on restor-

ing communication. During the hour or hour and a half that

she listened to the dharma talk, she went through a very deep

transformation within herself. She found out many things.

She realized that she was partly responsible for her own suf-

fering, and that she had also made her husband suffer a lot.

She realized that she had not been able to help him at all. In

fact, she had made his suffering heavier and heavier each day

because she avoided him. She learned from the dharma talk

that in order to help the other person, she should be able to

T H I C H  N H AT  H A N H
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listen deeply with compassion. That was something she had

not been able to do in the last five years.

D e f u s i n g  t h e  B o m b

After listening to the dharma talk, the woman felt very in-

spired. She wanted to go home and practice deep listening in

order to help her husband. But her Buddhist friend said, “No

my friend, you should not do it today because compassion-

ate listening is a very deep teaching. You have to train your-

self for at least one or two weeks in order to be able to listen

like a Bodhisattva.” So the woman invited her Catholic friend

to attend a retreat in order to learn more.

There were four hundred and fifty people participating in

the retreat—eating, sleeping, and practicing together for six

days. During that time, all of us practiced mindful breathing,

aware of our in-breath and out-breath to bring our body and

mind together. We practiced mindful walking, investing one

hundred percent of ourselves in each step. We practiced

mindful breathing, walking, and sitting in order to observe

and embrace the suffering within us.

Not only did the participants listen to the dharma talks,

but all of us practiced the art of listening to each other, and

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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of using loving speech. We tried to listen deeply in order to

understand the suffering of the other person. The Catholic

woman practiced very seriously, very deeply, because for her,

this was a matter of life or death.

When she returned home after the retreat, she was very

calm, and her heart was full of compassion. She really wanted

to help her husband to remove the bomb within his heart. She

moved very slowly and followed her breathing to keep calm

and nourish her compassion. She practiced walking mindfully,

and her husband noticed that she was different. Finally, she

came close and sat quietly next to him, something that she

had never done in the last five years.

She was silent for a long time, maybe ten minutes. Then

she gently put her hand on his and said, “My dear, I know

you have suffered a lot during the last five years and I am very

sorry. I know that I am greatly responsible for your suffering.

Not only have I been unable to help you suffer less, but I have

made the situation much worse. I have made many mistakes

and caused you a great deal of pain. I am extremely sorry. I

would like you to give me a chance to begin anew. I want to

make you happy, but I have not known how to do it; that is

why I have made the situation worse and worse every day. I

don’t want to continue like this anymore. So my darling,

please help me. I need your help in order to understand you

better, in order to love you better. Please tell me what is in

T H I C H  N H AT  H A N H
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your heart. I know you suffer a lot, I must know your suffer-

ing so that I will not do the wrong things again and again as

in the past. Without you, I cannot do it. I need you to help

me so that I will not continue to hurt you. I want only to love

you.” When she spoke to him like this, he began to cry. He

cried like a little boy.

For a long time, his wife had been very sour. She always

shouted and her speech had been full of anger, bitterness,

blaming, and judging. They had only argued with each other.

She had not spoken to him like this in years, with so much

love and tenderness. When she saw her husband crying, she

knew that now she had a chance. The door of her hus-

band’s heart had been closed, but now it was beginning to

open again. She knew that she had to be very careful, so

she continued her practice of mindful breathing. She said,

“Please my dear, please tell me what is in your heart. I

want to learn to do better so that I won’t continue to make

mistakes.”

The wife is also an intellectual, she has a Ph.D. degree like

her husband, but they suffered because neither of them knew

how to practice listening to each other with compassion. But

that night she was wonderful, she practiced compassionate lis-

tening successfully. It turned out to be a very healing night for

both of them. After only a few hours together, they were able

to reconcile with each other.

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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R i g h t  Te a c h i n g ,  R i g h t  P r a c t i c e

If the practice is correct, if the practice is good, you don’t

need five or ten years, just a few hours may be enough to

produce transformation and healing. I know that the Catholic

woman was very successful that night, because she was able to

convince her husband to sign up for a second retreat.

The second retreat lasted six days and at the end of the

retreat, her husband also experienced a great transformation.

During a tea meditation, he introduced his wife to the

other retreatants. He said, “My dear friends, my dear co-

practitioners, I would like to introduce to you a Bodhisattva,

a Great Being. She is my wife, a great Bodhisattva. During the

last five years, I have made her suffer so much, I have been so

stupid. But, through her practice, she has changed everything.

She has saved my life.” After that they told their story and

how they came to the retreat. They shared how they were able

to reconcile on a deep level and renew their love.

When a farmer uses a kind of fertilizer that does not

have any effect, he has to change the fertilizer. The same is

true for us. If, after several months, the practice we are doing

has not brought about any transformation and healing, we

have to reconsider the situation. We must change our ap-
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proach and learn more in order to find the right practice that

can transform our life and the lives of the people we love.

All of us can do the same if we receive and learn the right

teaching and the right practice. If you practice very seriously,

if you make the practice a matter of life and death, like the

Catholic woman, you can change everything.

M a k i n g  H a p p i n e s s  Po s s i b l e

We live in a time of many sophisticated means of communi-

cation. Information can travel to the other side of the planet

very quickly. But it is exactly at this time that communication

between people, father and son, husband and wife, mother

and daughter, has become extremely difficult. If we cannot re-

store communication, happiness will never be possible. In the

Buddhist teaching, the practice of compassionate listening,

the practice of loving speech, and the practice of taking care

of our anger are presented very clearly. We have to put into

practice the teaching of the Buddha, concerning deep listen-

ing and loving speech in order to restore communication and

bring happiness to our family, our school, and our commu-

nity. Then we can help other people in the world.
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We all need to know how to handle and take care of our

anger. To do this, we must pay more attention to the bio-

chemical aspect of anger, because anger has its roots in our

body as well as our mind. When we analyze our anger, we can

see its physiological elements. We have to look deeply at how

we eat, how we drink, how we consume, and how we handle

our body in our daily life.

A n g e r  I s  N o t  S t r i c t l y  a  
P s y c h o l o g i c a l  R e a l i t y

In the teaching of the Buddha, we learn that our body and

mind are not separate. Our body is our mind, and, at the same
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