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Practicing Mindfulness
for Youths

L ooking at American society so active and 
proliferous, we Buddhist practitioners sometimes 

have some conflicting ideas. We believe in the bright future 
and great growth of American society and the strong value 
of human rights in the United States; however, the law of 
impermanence in the Buddha’s teaching is still with us. 
 Through the news and TV programs, I feel the youth’s 
spiritual needs are not being met. We believe that without 
true direction, youth will not be able to develop their true 
potential and might be stuck in this society with such 
strong and fast growth. 
 I feel very honored and happy to attend the Vatican’s 
conference on ‘Buddhist - Christian dialogue’ in the 
summer of 2015. With my spirit of a Buddhist monk in 
Engaged Buddhism, I would like to contribute a few ideas 
in regards to youth in America. 
 A few key points that I would like to share are as follows:
 1. We, as spiritual leaders need to continue understanding 
youth’s wishes, desires and thinking in this Information Age. 
From there we may be able to guide them to have strong 
belief in their spiritual path, in order to help them build a 
strong, constructive and healthy future and bring benefits to 
all people.  
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 2.  We need to encourage youth to pay attention to their 
family life where their daily activities and connections are 
with their loved ones. In the spirit of religion, families are 
like a warm place to nourish people. If we have a solid and 
harmonious family, then we have created an environment for 
youth to live happily and solidly in order to build a healthy 
society.  
 Now I would like to introduce my students who have 
accompanied me on this trip, Brother Pho Duc and Sister 
Pho Chau. They are also my assistants and recently were 
assigned to be the spiritual advisors to the Buddhist Youth 
groups: Chanh Tam (Right Heart) and Chanh Hoa (Right 
Harmony). Brother Pho Duc was born into a virtuous 
family of teachers. He graduated from the University of 
Education in Vietnam. As a monastic in the United States, 
he continued going to university studying multi religions 
until 2006. 
 Sister Pho Chau came to United States when she was 10 
years old; she graduated from the University of Hawaii. She 
became a nun to serve mankind. She also has served at Alta 
Bates Hospital in Berkeley, California, as a chaplain; assist 
the patients and their family members. 
 Brother Pho Duc and sister Pho Chau are young and 
represent the young generation; they both will contribute 
direct and practical experiences to young people. 
 The reason we create this document is to share our 
hearts with you, the conference attendees, to build our 
relationship and fraternity. 
 I sincerely express my deep appreciation to Pope 
Francis who shows a generous heart when he created and 
supported this opportunity. I also want to thank Professor 
Donald Mitchell of Purdue University who has helped and 
encouraged me on the journey to attend this conference. 
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I. MY YOUTH, MY STORY: 
 My youth occurred during the war in Vietnam, 
therefore I had more sorrow than joy. I remember my 
family was in a village that was about 20 km in the south 
of Hue city, which is Central Vietnam. In high school at 
the age of 14, I already felt there was something wrong in 
my future. I stopped going to school and left home when I 
was 15 years old, even though my family had enough food 
and clothes, and I knew my parents loved me very much. 
The only thing was that I felt nobody understood me and I 
needed to leave home and find my own path! During these 
2 years away from home, I lived with friends. One of my 
best friends was a member of the Buddhist Youth group; he 
was three years older than me. We shared with each other 
many experiences of happiness and sorrow. We had lots of 
fun discussing ancient Chinese stories. We felt sad when 
feeling lonely and disconnected from life; we also felt poor 
when we had to share a cigarette. During this period, I also 
was a friend with a Catholic man. The interesting thing was 
that both of us had a dream to live a monastic life. Dũng 
wanted to be a Jesuit priest, focusing on education. I had 
to wait for eight more years to have the ‘right condition’ 
to realize my dream. Knowing Dũng, and a friend with 
many Catholic practitioners, and especially because of my 
father’s acquaintance with Father Ngoc & Uncle Oai at the 
Catholic village, My Luong, I had love and respect for other 
religions early. 
 As a refugee in the United States in 1975, and living 
by myself I had the opportunity to look closely at my life. 
Leaving behind me the sorrow past of a war-torn life, I did 
my best to rebuild my life in this new free society. Because 
I experienced a poor quality life in a war-torn country that 
I had just left, I appreciate the meals full of nourishment 
in this country. Since then I also love the children who are 
starving in Africa and in many other places in the world. I 
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remember when I contribute to the fundraising to support 
the hungry children in Vietnam, coordinated by sister Chan 
Khong of Plum Village since 1978, every month $10. 
 I deeply connect with the loneliness and lost feelings 
of young people; especially when they no longer have faith 
in society, or they can not lean on their loved ones or have 
a warm and loving connection with their family members. 
My personal experience was the months and years away 
from home, as a homeless person, lying on a hammock, 
in the middle of the jungle full of danger in the Central 
part of Vietnam. I love and respect the warm, connected 
atmosphere of families. I realize that growing up in a family 
full of care with understanding and love, a child may be able 
to become a solid person both spiritually and physically. 
 Believing in this, when I graduated from University 
and started to work with youth, I focused on building and 
working closely with the Buddhist Youth groups. At the 
Compassion Meditation Center, in Hayward, California 
where I reside, we now have three Buddhist Youth groups: 
Right Heart, Right Virtue, and Right Harmony, a total of 
about 300 students. I also participate at retreats of the 
Retreat of Awakening, Harmony Pine Camp and the WakeUp 
movement. I also attend many camps of Boy Scouts, youth 
of Catholic groups to maintain the Vietnamese culture in 
many places in United States. 
 I believe that through our common activities with the 
same goal of supporting society and humanity with love 
and compassion for youth, we can build a close, sincere 
and long lasting brotherhood and sisterhood relationship. 
 I feel at ease and happy as a Buddhist monk. Looking 
back, for the last 20 years plus, I made friends with many 
young people. Despite our various religions, languages 
and cultures, we collaborated to build our community in 
friendship and love. I specifically remember the connection 
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at the summer camp with the Unaccompanied Minors 
(orphans) coordinated by the Lutheran Social Services 
of North Dakota. I treasure this memory (I have a picture 
of this event hanging in my room.) Wow! I felt love and 
heart-felt emotion looking at the young children, thinking 
of my poor situation in my past, and being lonely without 
connections to my parents and other family members. 
However, I had many connections with friends to nourish 
human touch. 
 Recently Professor Mitchell kindly offered to help me 
transport a mindfulness bell to Rome. The sound of the 
spiritual bell reminds me of a lovely memory spending 
time with some young people. I used a lid of a pan as a 
mindfulness bell to guide a sitting meditation with a Catholic 
family. Such a courageous young man, no roadblocks! I have 
fun thinking about this story. That year I was 32 years old. 

I took 3 months going through 
20 states in the United States to 
share the dharma in many places 
with many people.
 In my youth, I had neither 
serious obstacles nor disaster. 
Similar to so many other families 
and people in a country during 
wartime, we had to be patient, 
tolerant and even be-friend 
with the difficulties and danger 
of war. I recognize I did not 
have a clear future for myself. 
Luckily, perhaps because I was 
raised in a strong and healthy 
family, I did not fall into serious 
problem. After that, growing 
more in the United States, I had 
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many wonderful opportunities of ‘right conditions’, I found 
peace and joy in my life. On the path of service, through my 
own experience, I understand somewhat the wishes and 
desires of youth in this modern society, what do they want, 
what are they struggling with.  I vow to do my best to guide 
youth, to help young people have better spiritual path and 
energy to progress solidly in life. Hopefully society will be 
peaceful and have more joy and less suffering. I believe 
exactly as the teaching and wishes of the Pope. This is also 
the path of Bodhisattvas in Buddhism: 
  May all beings be safe. 
  May the world be peaceful and happy. 

II. HOW IS YOUR YOUTH?

 Each morning when I wake up, I ask myself: How do I 
live? Life is not permanent; I know that each minute, each 
hour during the day is for me to live in each moment. I 
need to live in peace in order to bring joy and happiness for 
myself and consequently for others. I practice this gatha 
from the practice of Plum Village tradition, and I want to 
invite you to do the same:

  “Waking up this morning, I smile, 
  Twenty-four brand new hours are before me.
  I vow to live fully in each moment; and to look at 
  all beings with eyes of love and compassion.”

 This is mindfulness, love and compassion. You may light 
up your mindfulness energy with your breath. Then smile 
and offer your gift to life. Let go of worries, and remember 
not to chase after a material life. The more I want in the 
material world, the less freedom and peace I have. I know 
the same is true for all of us. When I know I have ‘enough’ 
for both mind and body then I have happiness. I then vow 
to beautify the world. This is the path of compassion and 
loving kindness in Buddhism. We can look at all people 
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around us with loving eyes, from kind neighbors to 
police officers who protect us, from our loved ones to our 
coworkers.  We can treat each other with loving-kindness, 
and we will see life is a joy and life is peaceful in each day, 
each hour. 
 I want to introduce another method, for example, PBS 
that is an acronym for Public Broadcasting System on 
television in San Francisco. And we can use it this way in 
mindfulness: P: Pause, B: Breathe & S: Smile. Once in a 
while, stop what you are doing; follow your breathing with 
awareness and a smile. 
 Another code from the world Medical Society is: SAFE. 
We need to look at this deeply.
    S: Smoking
   A: Alcohol
   F: Food
   E: Exercise
 We need to pay attention to these four areas of our 
life, and take care of them carefully. Naturally, don’t smoke 
or indulge in alcohol. Daily we need to watch out for our 
consumption in moderation and we need to exercise. If we 
apply these guidelines in pagodas or at home, we foster 
a happy and healthy life right in this world for ourselves 
and for those around us, even though the world may not 
perfect.
 If you want to progress further on this path, and you 
can achieve more peace and joy, plus have the capacity to 
help others; please let me introduce to you the Buddhist 
mindfulness practice. Mainly Buddhist mindfulness has 
two parts: stopping and looking deeply. 
 Stop wishing for things that are far-reaching ambition. 
Stop wanting material things and forget that you are living 
right here, right now, moment by moment. At our pagoda, 
I practice: mindfulness is the heart of life. I believe that 
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with mindfulness we can stop and prevent creating bad 
things and cultivate good things. Therefore we can create 
goodness and beauty in our lives. 
 First thing we need to remember: When we have 
mindfulness, we can be our own bosses. Then look deeply 
in our activities during the day. For example, when you feel 
some sadness or anger, don’t let that anger hurt yourself 
and others. Don’t let a small anger become a huge deal, and 
regret later. Use mindfulness skillfully, breathing in and out 
with awareness and you will be the boss of that anger. 
 You will find peace and joy as a result of practicing 
mindfulness daily and being aware of your daily activities. 
You may want to practice 20 minutes a day. This is a time 
of peace and nourishment for our spiritual lives. I believe 
strongly in this. I wish you success n

 
Hayward, May 25, 2015

— Thich Tu-Luc
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The Youth and Fast-Paced
Fashion of Life

D uring my childhood, I went through a life full of 
emotions - happy, sad, angry, loving, jealous, 

suffering, or compassionate - as the impulses of a child at 
the growing age. I thought it was a natural life as it should 
have been.  In my adulthood, I have also experienced these 
emotions, but I am better than I was before because I have 
learned how to be awake to my thoughts, feelings, emotions, 
and behaviors, not just being unconsciously soaked in 
and ignorantly attached to them as my childhood. Since I 
learned methods of mindfulness practice, I have lived more 
mindfully than in my childhood. In the early life, I lived a life 
controlled by my habits rather than awareness. So, what I 
called “natural” in the childhood is much more instinctual 
for the survival than fully aware of what is truly happening.
 I have chances to work with young people both in 
school and in community. I see them full of vitality, passion, 
ambition, and ideals for a better life. However, I sometimes 
wonder about their ways of making their dreams to become 
true in pursuing careers or engaging in social services. 
Instead of grounding in the present as a strong foundation, 
they project their ideals and commitments towards the 
goal-oriented future. 
 There are many kinds of people with different life 
orientations, called karma in Buddhism, as their habits are 
nurtured and conditioned day by day, and their vision and 

— Brother Pho Duc
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thinking are framed by culture, social learning or family 
teachings. Some young people orient their life towards the 
past for refuge. Whether they are in happy or sad mood 
at the present, they usually enjoy recalling or reminiscing 
memories from the past. Also, there are people who can 
live in the present but lose future orientation or be alien 
to what had formed themselves from the past. They are 
unlikely to be able think beyond tomorrow and indifferent 
to what happened yesterday. Meanwhile, there are 
someone who only aim to set goals for the future, and the 
time, as the axis of rotation, becomes the measure of their 
goal accomplishments.

LIVING MINDFULLY 

 Life always gives us a lot of pressure from the family, 
school, friends, career or socialization. More importantly, 
the pressure is from our own expectations for ourselves to 
accomplish. No matter our age, inner or external pressures 
are present in us. However, we should not blame our life 
or the situation in which we live; instead, we should look 
at how to live harmoniously with it, how to perceive it as 
it is, and how to integrate ourselves into life. That means 
life itself is not full of sufferings and miseries, but our 
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perceptions about life brighten our happiness or shadow 
our suffering. We should not favor the extremist attitude of 
living a life in a too fast or too slow pace. However, people 
who are good practitioners of mindfulness can conduct a 
life calmly, solidly and happily with what has happened to 
them whether being fast or slow. Anyway, a life in hurry 
usually makes us stressed out and prevents us from seeing 
things fairly, anew, or indiscriminately because when we 
rush to accomplish our goals or we try fast to compete for 
good things, we often do not have enough time to appreciate 
or to live what we are actually living.
 Young people living with the past often live in a slow 
pace, not in the way of practicing to be mindful about what 
is happening in order to truly experience but slowing 
down to be sunk in the past emotions and memories. On 
the other hand, those who live in the future are usually the 
ones who live fast, in rush, hustling to pursue their future 
goal with the perception of keeping up with demands for 
fast-paced life. They are racing against time and result-
oriented rather than enjoying beautiful things on the road. 
They are like the rabbit suddenly finding himself as a loser 
to the turtle in the race and jogging aggressively towards 
the end. No matter which orientation of life we chose 
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to live, I think there are two important things to keep in 
mind –that is, living fully in the present moment and living 
whole-heartedly with what is happening without being 
attached to sufferings or pleasures of the past or worries 
to the future.
 I remember the story about a race between a hare 
and a turtle which I learned in elementary school when 
I was in Vietnam. I damned the turtle while I liked the 
hare since that time until I entered college. As a student 
in a city college, I had many big dreams for my life and my 
future. I had a group of close friends, and we often thought 
and discussed a lot about the future and proposed many 
commitments for our ideal of an engaged life. We thought 
that engagement to life means to make our commitments to 
do our best in order to have an important position among 
others in society rather than commitments to serve people 
with a compassionate and loving-kindness heart. I made 
my schedule for a day full of  activities, such as studying in 
school, attending a guitar class, learning English, mastering 
computer skills, and even at night, joining a dancing class 
as a way to associate with friends and heat up the lively 
youth age. 
 I raced over my time throughout the day, like a rabbit 
suddenly awaking after a nap on the race track to figure 
out that the slow fellow turtle outstripped him in the race. 
That means, after my passive childhood in a remote village 
without many chances to learn and explore, I went to study 
in the big city with so many opportunities at the same time 
to learn. It opened my eyes and I was overwhelmed but 
very excited because I could compete with myself, with 
friends, and with time. I loved the hare with his wonderful 
skills in galloping and rushing towards the goal on time, 
ignoring  things on both sides of the racing path.  I was a big 
fan of the hare during my college years until I came to the 
United States more than twenty years ago. 
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THE PRESENT MOMENT 
A STRONG FOUNDATION OF AN IDEAL

 I see some youths, who are really fast-paced, agile, and 
talented like the hare in the racing story. Instead of taking 
them as my “allies” to prefer the hare’s agility and talent, I 
keep wondering about the meaning of the hare in the race 
and liken him to the youths in their race to the future. I 
think that an ideal or a goal should be started on a spacious 
route where people can enjoy the variety of beautiful 
landscapes or experience different difficulties when they 
encounter on the way. They would rather not drive a racing 
car in the long, dark tunnel without knowing anything on 
the sides of it, except the fragile beam of light at the far end 
of the tunnel and presume that the safe tunnel will lead 
them through the darkness and reach the light at the other 
end, if they just keep racing in it. An ideal or a goal should 
be grounded on a solid platform of the present moment, so 
that we can enjoy flowers, beauties and learn to overcome 
difficulties on the road. 
 When I started practicing methods of mindfulness, I 
changed my mind of seeing things. I chose the turtle as my 
fan and criticized the hare. I thought I should have slowed 
down my hustles and fast moving in order to practice 
mindfulness meditation. I learned from the story that 
although the turtle in the story cannot match the hare in 
the race if they compete on speed, the turtle is much more 
patient and determined on the race to the goal than the 
hare is. The turtle just does his best attempt in the race  
even though he may be a loser, he does not show any worry 
or anxiety. The turtle simply lives and acts exactly as his 
nature of a turtle and enjoy his slow paces on the racing 
path. 
 I remember the time when I first joined the monastery 
where I started to be a Buddhist monk. At that time, I lived 
in the environment of a monastic retreat, and my turtle was 
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my idol to reflect on. I saw that I myself was a true turtle. 
I was happy with my slowness to have time to see things 
deeper than just on the surfaces. Although my monastics 
around me was fast-paced and accomplished goals fast, I 
accepted what was going on around me because I had my 
own view on my practice. I see my monastic fellows were 
really admired hares. I did not worry about my slowness 
and felt left behind by others’ agility and goal-oriented 
ideals. I was not afraid of being left behind while everyone 
get things done fast, but I was concerned that I was not 
reassured enough to live with my “turtle” characteristics.
 I see some teenagers could not live up to their calm 
natures as they are. They keep hurrying to chase after the 
hustles of others and to keep pace with the fast rhythm 
of changing society. They should pay more attention to 
their own strength and turn back to their own lives to 
understand what they really enjoy and what they actually 
look for instead of following the fast-paced lifestyles 
conditioned by others or society. 
 Any unequal race always makes us tired of competition.  
We could be slow, but we are happy with what we enjoy on 
the path we go rather than orienting our mind to the goal 
in the future while ignoring or forgetting our wonderful 
and precious present moment. Being fast or slow is not 
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a standard measure of true happiness;  happiness is the 
time we really enjoy what is happening and recognize it as 
it really is. Therefore, happiness is not at the far end of the 
racing road; it’s alongside the road that requires us to slow 
down and take time to experience it on the way. 

ADULTS’ EXPECTATIONS
RUINED YOUTH’S INNOCENCE

 There are two neighbors who have sons studying in the 
same class for years. The sons are good friends not only in 
school helping each other to study well, but also at home 
where they can play together harmoniously. Both children 
are at the same level of academic achievement during the 
elementary school and middle school. However, when they 
entered high school, they have become rivals to each other. 
 Since their school reports of the first year in high 
school showed that one of them got a better result than 
the other, their parents begun applying a “hare and turtle” 
race for them. The parents of the student who has a better 
scores felt happy and satisfied with their son’s academic 
achievement. They usually praised their son in front of 
friends or relatives. Meanwhile, the parents of the other 
student felt ashamed and upset because their son’s school 
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result did not satisfy their expectation. They blamed their 
son and labeled him to be slow as “a turtle”. Both families 
secretly pushed their sons to be in the race to compete 
vigorously to each other throughout the high school 
years.  From the good friends, they become targets of their 
parents’ criticism and praise. 
 Since then, two students were very stressed because 
of pressure from family, friends, and community. Although 
they still played together, they felt a big psychological 
gap between them. If they were awaken enough to be on 
their own strengths and determination, they could have 
understood that competing toward the goal because of 
the adults’ expectation and satisfaction would result in 
breaking their friendship and they could live up and help 
protect their own friendship, no matter who is better 
than the other. If the parents of two sons understood their 
son’s strengths and talents suitable for a certain career 
orientation, they should have not forced him to follow what 
they had expected.
 In another situation, parents push their children to 
live up to their expectations and ignore the children’s true 
feelings and enjoyments. Last month, there was a touring 
fair outside a shopping mall close to my house. It was full 
of people; most of them are kids who came to play games. 
I specially paid attention to a couple with four children 
hurrying to the ticket booth to buy tickets for games. The 
father kept commanding his children to move faster to be 
in the line where a lot of people were waiting. “Hurry up! 
Hurry to line up”. “Move faster!”, “Why are you guys too 
slow?”, the father was in hurry and expected his family 
members to move fast like him. One game to another, he 
kept pushing his children to try different games that he 
thought they were more enjoyable and excited than the 
ones that the children really wanted to entertain. 
 Adults’ expectations are not always children’s 
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enjoyments. Adults’ rushes are not always what children 
appreciate much. Children sometimes follow parents’ 
orders or requirements because they are taught to behave 
so but with their attitudes of reluctance or non-persuasion. 
Mindfulness can help bridge this gap in adults – teenagers 
relationship, making them more understandable and 
appreciative to each others. 
 Now when I practice mindfulness, I do not favor 
either the hare or the turtle in the race anymore. I have 
learned to adapt to life than to react to it, no matter what 
has happened to me. I appreciate the race that helps me 
have insights about the importance of mindfulness in daily 
life despite of working slowly or fast, provided that there 
is light of mindfulness shining in each of our actions so 
that we can truly return to ourselves and enjoy the true 
happiness of the present moment.

MINDFUL LIVING
FULLY RECEPTIVE OF LIFE

 Mindfulness is an opportunity for youth to open their 
minds to be receptive to what is happening in the present 
moment. They can look at things more deeply in different 
perspectives, not just perceiving things out of habit through  
fixed and framed mindset. When we are in a hurry, we miss 
opportunities to see things as fresh and new. 
 For example, in a meeting, people of different ages will 
surely have many opinions and many different perspectives 
on the same thing. If young children live in mindfulness, the 
mind always opens to them to listen various opinions so 
they look to overcome their limited vision. As they practice 
mindfulness, they have more openness, more deeply 
visionary, and have patience while listening to others.
 Although mindfulness is awareness of what is 
happening in the present moment, our minds tend to 
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connect to things in the past, or envision things in the 
future to associate them into a meaningful story and 
determine its orientation. Therefore, awareness of what 
is happening in the present is an open attitude toward 
anything that exists without denying or attachment, but 
linked to the past and the future in order to make sense of 
the thought of ourselves as discrete orientations. The past 
gives us experiences to confirm the present, and the future 
is the orientation to the goal. We cannot deny the past and 
the future. We simply ground on the present as our solid 
foundation to observe them. 
 Despite of the thoughts whirring past or envisioning 
the future, we must stay firm in the present to simply 
observe them streaming, without following or reacting to 
them. That tranquil moment is our real happiness as we are 
uncontrolled or attached by our thoughts. We become an 
observer rather than being drawn into them unknowingly. 
Therefore, mindfulness becomes an opportunity to refresh 
our mind, making it novel, receptive to what is happening, 
no matter what it is n
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Finding Balance Through 
Mindfulness Practices  

For Teens

O ur life is filled with so many distractions, from 
emails to textings, Facebook, Twitters, Instagram, 

video games. Are there times when you are stressed out, 
overwhelmed, or confused over the future? Mindfulness 
might be helpful. It can give us resilence and bring calmness 
to our life.  Practicing mindfulness is not “doing” but “being,” 
and being doesn’t take away your time. Mindfulness brings 
awareness and caring into everything that we do.  It can 
be practiced at any place, any time, and can quickly bring 
lasting results. 

WHAT IS MINDFULNESS? 

The word mindfulness in Chinese characters 
consists of two idioms. The top idiom looks 
like the roof of a house   meaning now/
present moment and bottom idiom is heart/
mind. Therefore, mindfulness (Chinese: 
nian, Vietnamese: niệm) means “presence of 
heart.” In another words, it is the practice of 

paying attention to each moment of the day by maintaining 
awareness of our thoughts, bodily sensations, and 
surrounding environment. 

— Sister Pho Chau
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BENEFITS OF MINDFULNESS

 Studies have shown that practicing mindfulness, even 
for a week, can have many health and psychological, as 
well as social benefits. Mindfulness is like a workout for 
the brain, and it helps to develop the  Four Cs, which are 
calm, concentration, connection, and contenment.

 1) Calm: Practicing mindfulness meditation lowers levels 
of the stress hormone cortisol, boosts our immunue system to 
fight off illness, and increases levels of dopamine which lifts 
mood and increases well-being and happiness. Mindfulness 
has the capacity to help us recover more quickly from stress 
and negative emotions. In turn, it reduces stress, depression, 
anxiety, and calms body and mind.

 2) Concentration: Studies have shown that mindfulness 
practice helps students perform better on tests by boosting 
memory and reading comprehension skills. Mindfulness 
meditation increases the density of gray matter in brain 
regions linked to learning, memory, and emotion regulation. 
It also helps us to focus better and tune out  distractions 
which in turn improves our memory and attention skills.   
 3) Compassion: Studies suggest mindfulness practice 
not only makes us better people physically and mentally, but 
also makes us more compassionate and more likely to help 
those in need. 

 4) Connection: Mindfulness improves social relationships 
since mindfulness helps us to regulate emotions and to better 
manage our anger and  anxieties. All of these are key points 
to good relationships and make people want to be closer. 

WAKING UP & SMILE

 It is crucial to start off the day on the right track.  How 
you spend those first few minutes upon waking is a critical 
factor that can determine the outcome of your entire day.
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 The secret to supercharging your day is through the 
power of a morning ritual -- smile immediately and drink 
a few sips of warm water. By smiling immeditately each 
morning when you wake up, you’re sending signals to your 
brain to release chemicals that will make you feel happy. 
Smiling allows you to be grateful for the gift of today and 
will help you start off the day on a positive note.
 To smile is to practice 
“face yoga.” Just as your body 
needs regular exercise to 
stay toned and firm, the 43 
muscles in the face also need 
to be exercised. Smiling will 
help increase circulation, 
lymph flow and remove 
toxins, improve skin tone, 
and reduce puffiness and 
dark circles. Laughter is the 
best medicine!

HOW CAN YOU REMEMBER  
TO SMILE WHEN YOU WAKE UP? 

 You might want to hang a reminder – such as  smiley face, 
a leaf, a painting, or some inspiring words – in your window 
or from the ceiling above your bed, so that you will notice it 
when you wake up. Your smile affirms your awareness and 
determination to live in peace and joy. Thích Nhất Hạnh, a 
famous Vietnamese Zen Master said: “Sometimes your joy 
is the source of your smile, but sometimes your smile can 
be the source of your joy.” 

EATING MEDITATION

 A Sister once said that: “Eating meditation is just 
sitting meditation, but yummier.” In this fast-pace lifestyle, 
we often eat on the go. We eat while driving, walking, or 
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watching TV.  Eating meditation or mindful eating is slowing 
down and “just eating” so that we can be more conscious of 
what going into our mouth.  There is a Vietnamese insight 
that I really like, “Bệnh tùng khẩu nhập, hoạ tùng khẩu 
xuất” which means we get sick because of the unhealthy 
food that we put into our mouths and we get in trouble 
because of the words we say that come out of our mouths. 
Therefore we have to be skillful in what or how we eat. We 
eat in such a way that we enjoy our food with gratitude. 
While eating, we see the clouds, the sun, the farmers, the 
driver, the buyer, the seller, the cook. All of them have 
contributed to the food in our hands. We pay attention and 
chew our food ten times before swallowing. This will help 
us savor the food we eat and make it easier for our stomach 
to digest. Practicing mindful eating encourages healthier 
eating habits and helps people lose weight because they 
taste more and eat less. 

DEALING WITH NEGATIVE THOUGHTS

 Everyone has negative thoughts from time to time, but 
it becomes a problem when we allow them to become a 
train of thoughts which we ride to depression. Having 
many negative thoughts  can lead to over-worrying, fear, 
anxiety, and depression. It can be like to putting a needle in 
a groove, the deeper you dwell in it, the harder it is to get 
out. Here are some tips that can help put a smile on your 
mind. 

 Tip #1: Surround yourself with positive people. In the 
Dharma, we call it a “wise and good friend.”  When you hang 
out with good and positive people long enough, you will 
eventually pick up good traits without knowing it.

 Tip #2: Each day, list out three things that you are 
grateful for and one thing that you still have difficulty with, 
this is a 3 to 1 ratio. The positive will cover and embrace the 
negative. 
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 Tip #3: Help Someone, Do volunteer work or Join a Sport. 
There is a Vietnamese idiom that says “Nhàn cư vi bất thiện” 
which is similar to “Doing nothing is doing ill.” This is why 
the lifestyle in the monastery is to be always occupied, from 
meditation in the early morning to prayers, reciting the 
sutras, memorizing poems, mindful chores, mindful meals, 
all of which are to keep our minds from wandering and 
dwelling in the negativity. 

DEALING WITH ANGER & STRESS

 When you recognize some of the symtoms of anger 
such as fast heart rate, red face, or clenched hands, here 
are some techniques to help you calm down and control 
your anger before you hurt someone or yourself:

 1) Don’t react right away but take a few deep breaths
 2) Don’t text or talk until you are cooled down
 3) Drink water
 4) Take a walk
 5) Slowly count to 10 

 Here is a gatha (short practice verse) by Barbara Kipfer 
that can help you to cool down: 
 Anger ruins joy, steals the goodness of my mind, 
 and forces my mouth to say terrible things. 
 Overcoming anger brings peace of mind, 
 leads to a mind without regrets. 
 If I overcome anger, I will be delightful and loved by all.

EXERCISES TO CLEAR THE MIND  
& CALM THE BODY 

1) Seven Eleven (7/11)  
 While breathing in, you count from one to seven. 
Breathing out, you count from one to eleven. The important 
thing is to extend your exhalation (out-breath) for it will 
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calm your nervous system and help your body to relax. 
If you inhale longer than exhale, then you will build up 
cardon dioxide in your lungs which will cause you to be 
short of breath and tense up. 

2) Anchoring the mind and body

 When you are emotional and your mind is out of control, 
bring your attention down to your feet, far away from your 
head as possible. Wiggle your feet and feel the sensations. 
You will be more grounded when you fell the sensations 
of your body rather than tracking all the crazy thoughts in 
your head. 
 Our minds are complex and often caught up with my 
many side tracks. That’s why it is easier to calm our our 
body, then the mind will follow. Do this practice before a 
test, a sport game, a recital, or a job interview. Direct your 
attention to the body and the breath instead of dwelling on 
your thinking. You will reduce the negative thoughts when 
paying attention to the toes and body sensations.



25Mindfulness Practice for Youths

3) Smiling Mind

 Smiling Mind is a unique web and modern App-
program designed for young people, but anyone can use it. 
It is a free app that you can download to your smart phone, 
ipad or computer. This app offers daily mindfulness guided 
exercises with techniques such as belly breathing, walking, 
awareness of emotions, body scan and relaxation, for 
different age groups from 7 years old and up.  Smiling Mind 
App focuses to help young people to have an open mind, 
aware of thoughts and emotions, and return to the present 
moment with a non-judgmental attitude. Practicing with 
Smiling Mind App will make your mind smile and feel 
fresher and happier each day.

NOURISHING JOYFUL SONGS

 Singing has many benefits. Physcially, singing exercises 
our lungs, tones our facial muscles,  opens up our sinuses 
and respiratory tubes, and helps reduce anger and anxiety.  
Emotionally, it uplifts spiritually and increases well-being, 
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self esteem, and confidence. It  encourages creativity, 
enhances mood, reduces stress, and it is healing. Socially, 
singing promotes bonding, brings people together, and 
increases understanding and empathy between cultures.  
Someone once said: “Group singing is cheaper than 
therapy, healthier than drinking, and certainly more fun 
than working out.” 
 Below are some mindful songs of the Plum Village 
tradition that can nourish and water the seeds of joy, peace, 
healing, and brotherhood & sisterhood in us. 

Happiness is Here and Now 
Happiness is here and now, 
I have dropped my worries. 

Nowhere to go, nothing to do, 
no longer in a hurry. 

Happiness is here and now, 
I have dropped my worries 

Somewhere to go, something to do, 
but I don’t need to hurry.
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No Discrimination
The sun it shines on everyone (2x)

No discrimination (2x)
The rain it falls on everyone (2x)

No discrimination (2x)
My heart belongs to everyone (2x)

No discrimination (2x)

Two Promises 
I vow to develop understanding 

in order to live peacefully with people, 
animals, plants and minerals. 

Mmm – ahh, mmm – ahh, mmm – ahh. 

I vow to develop my compassion 
in order to protect the lives of people, 

animals, plants and minerals. 
Mmm – ahh, mmm – ahh, mmm – ahh.

Breathing in - Breathing out
Breathing in, breathing out (2x) 

I am fresh as the dew. 
I am solid as a mountain. 

I am firm as the earth. I am free.

Breathing in, breathing out (2x)
I am water reflecting 

What is real, what is true.
And I feel there is space 

Deep inside of me. 
I am free, I am free, I am free.
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We Are The Leaves of One Tree
We are the leaves of one tree. (2x) 

The time has come for all to live as one. 
We are the leaves of one tree. 

We are the waves of one sea. (x2) 
The time has come for all to live as one. 

We are the waves of one sea. 

We are the stars of one sky. (x2) 
The time has come for all to live as one. 

We are the stars of one sky. 

We are the leaves of one tree; 
We are the waves of one sea; 
We are the stars of one sky.
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What Form Of
Buddhism Is For Us

Memories of the 2013 Retreat of Awakening 
 Lions Camp, Southern California 

U nder the warm sun of an early summer day, a group 
of young campers at the 2013 Retreat of Awakening 

gathered together under the shade of an old pine tree and 
asked me the above question.  The answer to this question 
was not simple.  It not only revealed the true concerns of 
the young people at the camp, but more importantly, this 
question calls upon those who have responsibilities in 
Buddhism to address this issue, as it has been asked over 
the past decades, referring to terms like “modernizing”.  The 
young people sitting next to me did not just sporadically ask 
this question; they have been contemplating about their 
spiritual path and spirituality, as the generations before 
them have too asked this same question when wanting to 
affirm the path they have chosen.
 These young people are in their thirties, born and raised 
in America, with a college education, and are working 
professionals rising and excelling in their careers.  What 
sets them apart from others in their age group is their 
desire to make life more purposeful and meaningful.  When 
building a life based on these concepts and dedicating 
themselves to serving society, these young people have 
discarded the old way of just living passively, of just “going 

— Thich Tu-Luc
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through the daily routine of going to work, coming home, 
and doing it all again the next day”, but instead “stepping 
out and finding their own path”. 
 The presence of young people, not only at the Retreat of 
Awakening, but everywhere encourages others including 
myself to focus on ways to help our youth deepen their 
spiritual growth and their zeal/passion to pursue their 
dreams and goals.  At this moment, I would like to express 
my deep heartfelt emotions towards those who have come 
together on this same path and recognized the need to attain 
our goal, often referred to as “ideals”.  Being involved with 
the Buddhist Youth Association for almost twenty years in 
the U.S., I greatly cherish the IDEALS of the organization.  
I recognize that people who live their lives by upholding 
their ideals face many challenges, but in return their lives 
are more MEANINGFUL, bringing more benefits to others 
in society.
 As Buddhists, we have seen how Prince Siddhartha is 
an excellent example of someone who had discovered the 
meaning of life, by teaching and showing all beings the way 
to truly liberate.  He had the courage to leave behind his 
family fortune, fame, and power when he realized that the 
path to seek is not the monarchy throne but the path of 
Enlightenment to help others liberate from the suffering 
within the Cycle of Life. 
 I once read this strong warning in a literature:   “Oh 
beings! Why do you not fear and stay away from suffering 
but instead continue to delve into it?”  We continue to 
endure it, just like in the story of how the King Monkey 
continuously endured the painful prodding of the needles 
on its head when it acted a specific way. It is like the wheels 
of the cart being pulled by the cow; the wheels keep 
rolling on and on, endlessly!  By truly understanding life, 
you will see that you have many choices in life.  You can 
choose to move forward and rise up, serving others similar 
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to Bodhisattva Samantabhadra.  For those with different 
religious faith, there are endless examples of great role 
models whom have devoted their lives to serving others 
such as Mahatma Gandhi or Dr. Marin Luther King, Jr. 

FAITH FOR OUR YOUTH 

 The Retreat of Awakening is a summer camp lasting 3 
days and 3 nights, which is longer than the 48-hour trips 
I was granted (when in the military) in the past.   Being 
at camp allows young people opportunities to reflect, 
contemplate on past actions but more importantly 
recognize the challenges on the paths that they are 
currently pursuing.  They can clearly see the effect and true 
benefits of Buddhism when faced with the needs and issues 
of today’s time.  With that said, the environment at camp 
does not heavily emphasize theories and philosophies!  The 
camp program and agenda is very relaxing and lay-back.  
There are interactive fun games and activities, reflective 
meditations in the morning, talent shows in the evening, 
vegetarian meals to enjoy, and many opportunities to 
network and build friendships with good (kind, friendly) 
people!
 At this camp, I really like the way that we carry out 
teamwork. While working and having fun together, we 
also learn about responsibilities through our assigned 
and shared tasks.  We get the job done in the spirit of 
cooperation and solidarity.  This spirit is what the Buddha 
calls “compassionate collaboration, within the four all-
embracing virtues”.   We live in the Information Age where 
collaborative work and shared information are transmitted 
quickly and effectively, overcoming all physical obstacles.   
From any remote locations, we can “sit” together via 
teleconference call to exchange information, discuss, or 
solve problems as if we were physically in the same room. 
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 Furthermore, recognizing the benefits of serving the 
common good, we need to change our attitudes and practice 
standing up courageously to take on a task or accept a job 
that we’ve been entrusted with.  This attitude and spirit of 
service should be promoted in all cases and in all situations, 
especially during the camp’s staff meetings when tasks and 
responsibilities are assigned.   For those who recognize 
their skills or the areas they enjoy working in, you are all 
welcome to “follow the calling”.    For those who are good 
at administrative work, know a lot about designs, or are 
skillful in creating activities for large groups, you should 
volunteer and contribute.  
 Broadly speaking, I believe the meaning of life for a 
young person only takes shape when it is built on the 
foundation of serving others.  When one comes across a 
person in the street who is suffering, lend a helping hand.  
Living with a true, pure heart, with no personal gains, and 
only wanting to do volunteer work, our youths will make 
positive contribution in life and to mankind.  Hence, I 
believe the sessions led by Ms. Quyen Vuong and Mr. John 
Bell on the last day of camp will help build the spirits of the 
campers as they journey on their chosen paths.

ACTIVITIES IN BUDDHISM  
 We all recognize how living in this new country have 
brought vast, profound changes to many aspects of our 
lives, transforming some of our traditional beliefs and 
values, and at times even bringing about worries and 
concerns.  Likewise, the views on traditional Buddhist 
beliefs cannot avoid also being transformed, but they can 
be explained.  Some believe that most people do not uphold 
the image of a temple in the same regard as in the past, as 
described by poet Huyen Khong “a pagoda’s roof shelters 
the soul of a nation, the way of life of past generations”.  In 
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the thoughts and emotions of many people, not just those 
who believe in the Buddha, Buddhism pervades a person’s 
way of life, creating a connection and understanding among 
all people.  A temple (or pagoda) symbolizes the power of 
love, selflessness, and desire to liberate often found upon 
the door of meditation.
 The essence of Buddhism has not changed, but a 
person’s heart and mind today have changed; people have 
changed the way they view traditional values, including 
how they view Buddhism.  Young people have expressed 
what they hope and expect in today’s Buddhism; in my 
opinion, that image is the journey that they will take part 
in and find inspiration from the nature setting at the Lions 
Camp (at the Retreat of Awakening).
 Nature shelters and fosters us, enriching our lives.  We 
often look to nature as a source of energy and comfort. 
It seems the campers present at the 2013 Retreat of 
Awakening (at the Lions Camp) recognize the invaluable 
experience of gathering together among the old pine trees 
towering over the mountain of 4,000 feet high.  Surrounded 
by the majestic scenery and loving shelter of Mother 
Nature, campers instantly feel rejuvenated and refreshed 
upon arrival to the campsite.  From the start, there are 
many interactive games and activities that help connect 
and bond the campers.  I really enjoyed the game called 
GETTING ACQUAINTED; it helps campers easily get to know 
each other in a fun way.  For example, people who drive 
the same type of cars find each other and form a group; 
those who drive a Toyota form a group with those whom 
also drive a Toyota.  Then, the game changes and people 
form groups according to various age groups:  middle age, 
early-twenties, those near “mid-life crisis”, etc. (I think it’s 
to differentiate who will get the red lucky money envelope 
in the next Lunar New Year!)  The people who coordinated 
and led these games are very talented and creative! 
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 Youth activities should build upon the spirit of teamwork 
and collaboration. Collaboration creates the condition 
and environment for love and friendship to flourish into 
fruition.   It’s often said that one tree alone cannot make a 
difference, but a group of three trees standing tall together 
can become a high mountain.  Let’s come together, hold 
hands, open our hearts and listen to each other’s sorrow, 
suffering, and emotional thoughts.  By doing so, we will 
realize that nature have brought us closer together, to help 
us find the emotional connection with all things and all 
beings.
 Personally for me, I became emotional when I heard a 
camper (named T.), a first year student studying Medicine, 
shared how he was currently suffering in a situation he 
was in.  He shared in English:  I am filled with sorrow.  I 
don’t know what to do to be able to stay connected to my 
brothers and sisters in the Youth Group.  I have known them 
for a long time; we had Dharma and Vietnamese classes 
together. I miss them; I love them a lot. I feel helpless in a 
situation that is difficult and out of my control.  About a half 
hour earlier, in my conversation with T., I had comforted 
him with these words:  Time is the best medicine for 
healing, let’s support each other.  When I returned to my 
temple, I continuously thought about this:  How many other 
young people out there are similar to T., currently enduring 
sorrow and anxiety and now knowing how to overcome it?
 These types of gatherings in a nature setting help 
people to easily detach from the old ways of behaving and 
thinking, and become more understanding and empathetic 
to each other. Lions Camp is adjacent to the Bodhi Youth 
of America Camp, which had recently been renovated to 
support these types of activities and spirit.  I believe on 
the weekends of every two months, if the whole family 
(parents and children) could attend the BYA Camp for two 
days of practice and fun activities, they will feel more relax.  
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The stress of daily life will be reduced and the family will 
attain more happiness.  
 Next year, the 2014 Retreat of Awakening will be held 
in Texas.  The camp staff will begin researching the best 
place to host the 2014 camp, after the announcement of 
the new Camp Director.  Ms. Thanh Van D. Nguyen, from 
Oklahoma City, has been voted by the camp staff to be the 
2014 Camp Director.  Venerable (Thầy) Thich Dao Quang, 
after more than a year of leading the camp staff with new, 
innovative ideas for the 2013 Retreat, will now become 
the assistant to the 2014 Camp Director.  The Retreat of 
Awakening developed this style of working, and hopes to 
preserve this tradition as it enhances the sense of share 
responsibilities and service.

AWARENESS OF A NEW PATH

 New ideas and ways of hosting camps, such as the 
Retreat of Awakening, is only one of many methods to meet 
the needs of improving and sustaining our organization.  
The young people’s concerns about Buddhism were shared 
under the old, shady pine trees at the Lions Camp.  There 
is a need for a new way of viewing Buddhism and the need 
to take actions in the youth organizations that have been 
in existence for over 60 years.  This work, in my opinion, is 
similar to the movement to revive Buddhism in the 1930’s 
(in the 20th century), that changed the cynical Buddhist 
view.
 This work is also meaningful, in that it continues the 
efforts of Buddhism in the late 1960’s, of making the 
Buddhist teaching more practical and applicable to our 
daily lives.
 Now is also the time to have a fresh, new perspective on 
Buddhism, adapted to the true needs and demands of our 
time that young people have expressed.
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 What form of Buddhism is for us in the 21st century?  
I believe it is a form of Buddhism that is consistent with 
science, aligns with the principle of Cause and Effect, and 
brings sustainable peace to our daily lives. 
 This effort also aims to bring forth a new sense of 
Buddhism, in the spirit of service to benefit all beings; it is 
the work of everyone who believes in Buddhism, including 
the young people in the Retreat of Awakening with their 
concerns and hope n
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WE ARE A FAMILY
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