Mindful Walking with Thich Nhat Hanh
Dr. Christian Bartolf

Question:
Mindful walking - why is this so important today?
Answer:

Mindful walking is especially important today for several interconnected reasons, all rooted in the fast-paced,
overstimulated, and often disconnected way many people live in the modern world:

1. Overstimulation and Digital Overload

Most people are constantly bombarded with notifications, information, and screen time. This leads to mental
fatigue, shortened attention spans, and chronic stress.
Mindful walking offers a break, grounding you in the present moment without digital distraction.

2. Disconnection from the Body and Nature

We spend a lot of time sitting, driving, or looking at screens, disconnected from our physical selves and natural
surroundings.

Walking mindfully reconnects you to your body, your breath, and the environment, which can help restore
a sense of balance.

3. Anxiety and Mental Health Challenges

Rates of anxiety, depression, and burnout have risen sharply. Many of these issues are worsened by chronic
stress and rumination (getting stuck in thought loops).
Mindful walking can interrupt those loops, offering clarity and calm through simple, deliberate movement.

4. Speed of Life

Life today moves fast — there’s always something to do, somewhere to be, or someone to reply to.
Mindful walking slows you down intentionally, creating space for reflection, presence, and peace in your day.

5. Easy, Accessible Mindfulness Practice

Not everyone finds sitting meditation comfortable or accessible.
Mindful walking is a gentle, flexible alternative — it doesn't require special gear, space, or long periods of
time. You can practice it on your lunch break, in a park, or on the way to work.

What It Brings:

Reduced stress

Improved focus and mood

Enhanced creativity

A deeper sense of connection
Physical movement + mental stillness

Here's a simple 2-minute mindful walking exercise you can do anywhere — indoors or outside, with or
without shoes. The key is to slow down, tune in, and be present.

2-Minute Mindful Walking Practice

Step 1: Pause and Center (1015 seconds)



e  Stand still before you start walking.
e Take a deep breath in through your nose... and out through your mouth.
e Let your shoulders relax. Notice how your body feels — the contact of your feet on the ground.

Set a simple intention like:
“I am walking to connect with the present moment.”

Step 2: Start Walking Slowly (1-1.5 minutes)

e  Walk at a relaxed, slower-than-usual pace.
e  Bring your attention to the sensation of walking:
o The lift and fall of each foot
o The shifting of your weight
o How your legs, hips, and arms move
o The texture and temperature of the ground beneath you

Step 3: Engage the Senses

What do you see? Let your gaze rest softly ahead. Notice colors, shapes, shadows.
What can you hear? Background sounds? Wind? Birds? Footsteps?

Can you feel the breeze, sun, or air on your skin?

Just notice without judgment.

Step 4: If Your Mind Wanders...

e [t’s natural. When you notice thoughts pulling you away, gently bring your focus back to:
o Your feet
o  Your breath
o Or your environment

You’re not trying to “get somewhere” — just being with each step.
Step 5: Pause to End (1015 seconds)
e  After 2 minutes, stop walking.
e Take one more deep breath.
e Thank yourself for showing up. Even a few mindful steps can shift your whole mindset.
Question:
Now what is mindfulness in general?

Answer:

Mindfulness, at its core, is the practice of paying attention to the present moment on purpose, without
judgment.

It’s simple — but not always easy. In a world full of distractions, most of us spend a lot of time:

e Rehashing the past
e  Worrying about the future
e  Multitasking without really being present

Mindfulness helps counter that by training our attention.



What Mindfulness Really Means
Mindfulness means being:

e  Aware of what’s happening right now — in your body, mind, and surroundings
e Curious about your experience — even if it’s uncomfortable or boring
e Non-judgmental — noticing without labeling things as good or bad

It’s not about “clearing your mind” — it’s about seeing clearly what’s there.
Why Mindfulness Matters
Practicing mindfulness regularly can:

Reduce stress and anxiety

Improve focus and memory

Boost emotional resilience

Enhance relationships (because you’re actually there)
Improve sleep and self-awareness

Everyday Examples of Mindfulness
You can be mindful:

While eating (tasting, chewing, noticing hunger/fullness)

While walking (as we just practiced)

During a conversation (truly listening)

While brushing your teeth or doing dishes (feeling, smelling, hearing)
Sitting in silence, simply watching your breath

It’s a Practice, Not a Perfect

Mindfulness is like a muscle — the more you practice, the stronger your awareness becomes. And even noticing
that your mind wandered is mindfulness. That moment of coming back is the core of the practice.

Question:
What is the difference between mindfulness and meditation?

Answer:

While mindfulness and meditation are closely related and often overlap, they’re not exactly the same thing.

Here’s a clear breakdown:

Mindfulness

e Definition: Mindfulness is the practice or state of being fully present and aware of your thoughts,

feelings, bodily sensations, and surrounding environment — without judgment.

e  When & Where: You can practice mindfulness anytime, anywhere — whether you’re walking, eating,

working, or just breathing.

e  Purpose: It’s about cultivating a moment-to-moment awareness, helping you stay grounded and less

reactive to stress or distractions.



Meditation

e Definition: Meditation is a formal practice or technique where you intentionally set aside time to focus
your mind, often using mindfulness as a tool.

e  When & Where: Usually done sitting quietly for a set period, often with eyes closed, sometimes
guided or silent.

e  Purpose: Meditation aims to train the mind, improve concentration, reduce stress, or cultivate positive
qualities like compassion or calmness.

In short:

e  Mindfulness is the quality of paying attention.
e  Meditation is a practice that often develops that quality.

You can think of meditation as a specific exercise to build mindfulness, but you can be mindful without
meditating too!

Question:

Who were the philosophers of mindfulness in history?

Answer:

Mindfulness, as a concept and practice, has deep roots in philosophy and spirituality across various cultures.

While it’s often associated with Buddhist traditions, many philosophers and thinkers have touched on ideas
related to mindfulness throughout history. Here are some key figures:

1. The Buddha (Siddhartha Gautama)

e  Widely regarded as the foundational figure behind mindfulness practice.
e Taught Sati (Pali for mindfulness) as part of the Eightfold Path.
e Emphasized awareness of the present moment to overcome suffering and achieve enlightenment.

2. Stoic Philosophers (Ancient Greece and Rome)

e  Marcus Aurelius, Seneca, and Epictetus promoted awareness of thoughts and emotions.

e  Their practice involved observing and reflecting on internal states and maintaining control over
reactions.

e  Stoicism encourages living according to nature and reason, which aligns closely with mindful
awareness.

3. Thich Nhat Hanh

e Vietnamese Zen master and peace activist.
e His teachings made mindfulness accessible globally, integrating mindfulness into daily activities like
walking and eating.

Summary
e Buddha is the central historical figure for mindfulness as a structured practice.
e Stoics developed a Western philosophical approach to similar ideas about awareness and control.
e Modern mindfulness teachings often blend these traditions.

Question:

Can you summarize the philosophy of Thich Nhat Hanh advocating and highlighting mindfulness?



Answer:
Here’s a concise summary of Thich Nhat Hanh’s philosophy on mindfulness:
Thich Nhat Hanh’s Philosophy on Mindfulness

Thich Nhat Hanh, a Vietnamese Zen Buddhist monk and peace activist, advocates mindfulness as a practical,
compassionate way of living fully in the present moment. His teachings emphasize that mindfulness is not just
a meditation technique but a way to transform everyday life and cultivate peace both inside and in the world.

Key Points:

1. Mindfulness as Awareness and Presence
Being fully present in each moment, whether you’re breathing, walking, eating, or working, without
distraction or judgment.
2. Interbeing
Recognizing the interconnectedness of all things — that nothing exists independently. Mindfulness
helps us see this interdependence, fostering compassion and reducing suffering.
3. Breath as Anchor
The breath is a simple, accessible tool to return to the present moment and calm the mind.
4. Mindfulness for Healing and Peace
Practicing mindfulness helps heal personal suffering and promotes peace in relationships and society.
5. Mindfulness in Action
Mindfulness isn’t only about sitting quietly; it’s about bringing awareness to all daily activities —
walking, eating, listening, and speaking — as a form of meditation.
6. Compassion and Nonviolence
Mindfulness cultivates deep compassion for oneself and others, encouraging nonviolence and loving-
kindness.

In essence:

Thich Nhat Hanh teaches that mindfulness is a gentle, continuous presence that heals, connects, and
transforms life into a peaceful, joyful practice.

Thich Nhat Hanh recommended simple, practical mindfulness exercises that anyone can do anytime to bring
calm and awareness into daily life. Here are some of his most popular mindfulness practices:

1. Mindful Breathing

e Focus your attention on your breath — feeling the in-breath and out-breath.

e  Use the breath as an anchor to bring your mind back when it wanders.

e You can silently say to yourself: “Breathing in, I know I am breathing in. Breathing out, I know I am
breathing out.”

2. Mindful Walking
e  Walk slowly and deliberately, paying attention to each step.
e Feel your feet touching the ground.
e  Synchronize your steps with your breathing, e.g., inhale for a few steps, exhale for a few steps.
e  This practice helps ground you in the present moment.

3. Mindful Eating
e Eat slowly and with full attention on the taste, texture, and smell of your food.
e Appreciate the effort and conditions that made the food possible (sun, rain, farmers).

e  Avoid distractions like phones or TV.

4. Mindful Listening and Speaking



e Listen deeply and fully to others without interrupting or planning your response.
e Speak with kindness and intention.
e  This nurtures connection and understanding.

5. Bell of Mindfulness

e Use a gentle bell sound (or set a timer) as a reminder to stop and breathe mindfully for a few moments.
e  When you hear the bell, pause whatever you’re doing and return to your breath.

Why these exercises?

Thich Nhat Hanh believed mindfulness should be simple, accessible, and integrated into everyday life. The
goal is to cultivate presence, calm, and compassion continuously, not just during formal meditation.

Here’s a simple step-by-step guide to Mindful Walking inspired by Thich Nhat Hanh:
Mindful Walking Practice

1. Find a quiet space
Choose a place where you can walk slowly without too many distractions — indoors or outdoors.

2. Stand still for a moment
Feel your feet grounded on the floor. Take a few deep, gentle breaths to settle your mind.

3. Begin walking slowly
Take small, deliberate steps. No need to hurry — this isn’t about reaching anywhere.

4. Focus on each step
Pay attention to the sensation of your feet touching the ground. Notice the lifting, moving, and placing of each
foot.

5. Coordinate with your breath
You can silently say in your mind:

e  “Breathing in, I take a step.”
e  “Breathing out, I take a step.”

Find a comfortable rhythm that connects your breath and your steps.

6. Bring your full awareness
If your mind wanders, gently bring it back to the feeling of walking and breathing.

7. Practice for a few minutes
Even 5 minutes is great! When you finish, pause again and notice how you feel.

Tips:
o  Walk slowly and softly, as if your feet are barely touching the ground.
e Enjoy the experience of walking itself, rather than focusing on your destination.

®  You can do mindful walking inside your home, in a garden, or even down a hallway.

Question:

Why did Dr Martin Luther King Jr recommend Thich Nhat Hanh for the Nobel Peace Prize?



Answer:

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. recommended Thich Nhat Hanh for the Nobel Peace Prize in 1967 because he deeply
respected Thich Nhat Hanh’s courageous work as a peace activist during the Vietnam War.

Why MLK recommended Thich Nhat Hanh:

1. Peace Advocacy in Wartime
Thich Nhat Hanh spoke out strongly against the Vietnam War at a time when many others remained
silent. He promoted nonviolence and compassion as the way to end conflict and suffering,

2. Bridging East and West
His teachings brought Buddhist principles of mindfulness and peace to the West, showing a universal
path toward reconciliation and healing.

3. Courage and Compassion
Despite facing exile from Vietnam due to his anti-war activism, he continued advocating for peace,
reconciliation, and human dignity.

4. Shared Vision
MLK saw in Thich Nhat Hanh a kindred spirit who, like himself, believed in nonviolent resistance and
the power of love and compassion to transform society.

In fact, MLK wrote a letter to the Nobel Committee supporting Thich Nhat Hanh’s nomination, calling him a
“true Buddhist and a true Christian” because of his commitment to peace and justice.

Letter from Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. nominating Thich Nhat Hanh for the Nobel Peace Prize:

January 25, 1967



Janaary 25, 1967

The Nobel Institute
Drammensveien 19
Osle

NORWAY

Gentlemen:

As the Nobel Peace Prize Loureste of 1964, 1 now have the pleasure
of proposing to you the name of Thich Nhat Hanh for that award in
1967

1 do not pers nally know of sayone more worthy of the Nobel Peace
Prize than this gentie Duddhist monk from Vietaam

This would be » notably suspicious year for you to bestow your Prise
on the Venerable Nhat Hanh Here ia an ap otle { pence and non-
violence. cruelly separated from his own pe ple while they are
wppressed by » vicious war which has grown to threaten the sanity
and security of the entire world

Because no honor ia more respected than the Nobel Pence Frize con-
ferring that Prize on Nhat Hanh would itself be » most generous act of
peace It would remind all nations that men of good will stand ready
t. lead warring elements out of an abyss of hatred and destruction It
would re-awsken men to the teaching of beauty «nd | ve { und in peace
It woald help t. revive hopes for » new order of justice and harmony

I know Thich Nhat Hinh »nd sm privileged t call him my friend Let
me share with you some things | know about himm  Ycu will find in this
single hurnan being an awesome range of abilities and interests

He is & holy man. for he is humble and devout He s a scholar of
immerise intellectual capacity The author f ten pablished volumes,

he is sls a puet of superb clarity snd human compassi-n His academic
discipiine is the Phil scphy of Religion of which he ls Professor at

The first page of Dr. King’s letter, courtesy The King Library and Archives in Atlanta




The Nobel Institute
Drammesnsveien 19
Oslo, NORWAY

Gentlemen:

As the Nobel Peace Prize Laureate of 1964, I now have the pleasure of proposing to you the name of Thich Nhat
Hanh for that award in 1967. I do not personally know of anyone more worthy of the Nobel Peace Prize than this
gentle Buddhist monk from Vietnam.

This would be a notably auspicious year for you to bestow your Prize on the Venerable Nhat Hanh. Here is an
apostle of peace and non-violence, cruelly separated from his own people while they are oppressed by a vicious
war which has grown to threaten the sanity and security of the entire world.

Because no honor is more respected than the Nobel Peace Prize, conferring the Prize on Nhat Hanh would itself
be a most generous act of peace. It would remind all nations that men of good will stand ready to lead warring
elements out of an abyss of hatred and destruction. It would re-awaken men to the teaching of beauty and love
found in peace. It would help to revive hopes for a new order of justice and harmony.

I know Thich Nhat Hanh and am privileged to call him my friend. Let me share with you some things I know
about him. You will find in this single human being an awesome range of abilities and interests.

He is a holy man, for he is humble and devout. He is a scholar of immense intellectual capacity. The author of
ten published volumes, he is also a poet of superb clarity and human compassion. His academic discipline is the
Philosophy of Religion, of which he is Professor at Van Hanh, the Buddhist University he helped found in
Saigon. He directs the Institute for Social Studies at this University. This amazing man also is editor of Thien
My, an influential Buddhist weekly publication. And he is Director of Youth for Social Service, a Vietnamese
institution which trains young people for the peaceable rehabilitation of their country.

Thich Nhat Hanh today is virtually homeless and stateless. If he were to return to Vietnam, which he
passionately wishes to do, his life would be in great peril. He is the victim of a particularly brutal exile because
he proposes to carry his advocacy of peace to his own people. What a tragic commentary this is on the existing
situation in Vietnam and those who perpetuate it.

The history of Vietnam is filled with chapters of exploitation by outside powers and corrupted men of wealth,
until even now the Vietnamese are harshly ruled, ill-fed, poorly housed, and burdened by all the hardships and
terrors of modern warfare.

Thich Nhat Hanh offers a way out of this nightmare, a solution acceptable to rational leaders. He has traveled the
world, counseling statesmen, religious leaders, scholars and writers, and enlisting their support. His ideas for
peace, if applied, would build a monument to ecumenism, to world brotherhood, to humanity.

I respectfully recommend to you that you invest his cause with the acknowledged grandeur of the Nobel Peace
Prize of 1967. Thich Nhat Hanh would bear this honor with grace and humility.

Sincerely,

Martin Luther King, Jr.

Letter after hearing of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s assassination

Thich Nhat Hanh wrote this letter to his friend Raphael (Ray) Gould, the morning after receiving the news of
their friend’s assassination. Ray was one of the directors of the Fellowship of Reconciliation (FOR) and the
International Committee of Conscience on Vietnam, of which both Dr. King and Thich Nhat Hanh were
members.
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4/5/1968
Dear Ray,

I did not sleep last night; I tried to contact you through Lee at the FOR but the line was not available.
They killed Martin Luther King. They killed us.

I am afraid the root of violence is so deep in the heart and mind and manner of this society. They killed him.
They killed my hope. I do not know what to say.

This country is able to produce King but cannot preserve King. You have him, and yet you do not have him. I am
sorry for you. For me. For all of us.

I prayed for him after I learned about his assassination. And then, I said to myself: You do not have to pray for
him. He does not need it. You have to pray for yourself. We have to pray for ourselves.

Ray, the last time I saw him is in Geneva, at the Pacem in Terris II conference. I was up in his room in a
morning, having breakfast and discussing about the situation. We had scrambled eggs and toasts and teas. I told
him: “Martin, do you know something? The peasants in Vietnam know about what you have been doing to help
the poor people here and to stop the war in Vietnam. They consider you as a bodhisattva.”

A bodhisattva. An enlightened being trying to work for the emancipation of other human beings. He did not say
anything but I knew he was so moved by what I said.

This morning I feel a little bit comforted because I remember that I did tell him so.

Ray, send me the picture in which you and I and he were together. I want to see again the expression of his face
when he told me, in Summer 1966 when we met in Chicago “I feel compelled to do anything to help stop this
war”. He made so great an impression in me. This morning I have the impression that I cannot bear the loss.

Please call me any time you find possible. And let me know what and how the FOR will react against this
unbearable loss.

Fraternally,
nhat hanh

https://plumvillage.org/about/thich-nhat-hanh/letters/letter-after-hearing-of-dr-martin-luther-king-jr-s-
assassination



Here’s a bit more context and background about the relationship between Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and Thich
Nhat Hanh, as well as the significance of this Nobel Peace Prize nomination:

The Relationship Between MLK and Thich Nhat Hanh

Shared Commitment to Nonviolence:

Both were deeply committed to the philosophy of nonviolent resistance. MLK, inspired by Gandhi, led
the civil rights movement in the U.S., while Thich Nhat Hanh was a leading voice for peace during the
Vietnam War, advocating nonviolent solutions amidst violent conflict.

Correspondence and Mutual Respect:

They corresponded during the 1960s and shared admiration for each other’s work. MLK called Thich
Nhat Hanh “a true Buddhist and a true Christian,” recognizing his universal message of peace and
compassion.

Thich Nhat Hanh’s Role:

During the Vietnam War, Thich Nhat Hanh founded the “School of Youth for Social Service,” a
grassroots relief organization. He actively worked to bring peace, healing, and reconciliation to war-
torn communities — which aligned with MLK’s vision for justice and peace.

The Significance of the Nobel Nomination

Legacy

Political Statement:

MLK’s nomination of Thich Nhat Hanh was a bold political statement against the war and an
endorsement of Buddhist mindfulness and peace activism as powerful tools for social change.
Bridging Cultures:

It symbolized a bridge between Eastern and Western approaches to peace — combining spirituality
with social activism.

Highlighting Courage and Exile:

The nomination brought international attention to Thich Nhat Hanh’s exile and the dangers he faced for
speaking out, highlighting the costs of standing for peace.

Though Thich Nhat Hanh did not receive the Nobel Peace Prize, MLK’s nomination helped raise global
awareness of his work.

The friendship between these two leaders remains an inspiring example of cross-cultural solidarity in
the pursuit of justice and peace.

Thich Nhat Hanh continued to spread mindfulness and peace teachings worldwide, influencing
countless individuals, including many Western peace activists.

Here are some meaningful excerpts and quotes from the correspondence and interactions between Dr. Martin
Luther King Jr. and Thich Nhat Hanh, reflecting their shared vision and mutual respect:

From Martin Luther King Jr.'s Letter (1966)

“I am convinced that the Buddhist doctrine of ‘interbeing’ — the idea that we are all connected — has a
great deal to offer the nonviolent movement. Thich Nhat Hanh is a true Buddhist and a true Christian,
and he is a courageous advocate of peace.”

This highlights MLK’s recognition of Thich Nhat Hanh’s universal approach, bridging Buddhism and
Christianity, and emphasizing interconnectedness — a core mindfulness teaching.

From Thich Nhat Hanh’s Writings on MLK
Thich Nhat Hanh wrote about MLK with deep admiration:

“Martin Luther King Jr. is a man of great courage, a man who is willing to suffer for justice and peace. He
lives the principles he preaches, and that is why he is such a powerful force for change.”

He saw MLK as a kindred spirit who practiced mindfulness through nonviolent action.



Shared Themes in Their Teachings:

e Interconnectedness:
Both emphasized how our lives and struggles are deeply connected, urging compassion and solidarity.
e  Mindfulness and Nonviolence:
Mindfulness was not only a personal practice but a tool for social transformation, enabling peaceful
responses to violence and injustice.
e Courage and Compassion:
Both leaders showed that true courage includes compassion for oneself and others, standing firm in the
face of oppression without hatred.

Question:

Were Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and Thich Nhat Hanh bright-shining examples of Mindfulness and Mindful
Walking Together?

Answer:

Yes, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and Thich Nhat Hanh were both profound embodiments of Mindfulness and the
spirit of Mindful Walking Together, though they came from different cultural and spiritual traditions.

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.

While rooted in the Christian tradition and the Black church, Dr. King lived and led with a deep, conscious
presence. His commitment to nonviolence, inspired in part by Gandhi and the teachings of Jesus, reflects a deep
mindfulness of human dignity, interconnection, and the transformative power of love. He moved through chaos
with clarity and compassion.

e  Mindful Action: King exemplified engaged mindfulness—he was deeply aware of suffering and
responded through peaceful marches, speeches, and organized resistance.

e  Walking Together: Literally and metaphorically, King walked in unity with others—from Selma to
Montgomery, from Memphis to Washington—always emphasizing collective dignity and shared
liberation.

e Inner Peace for Outer Justice: He recognized that peace was not just the absence of violence but the
presence of justice, echoing a mindfulness-based awareness of deeper systemic realities.

Thich Nhat Hanh

A Vietnamese Zen master, poet, and peace activist, Thich Nhat Hanh made mindfil walking and mindful
breathing central practices in his teachings. He coined the term "Engaged Buddhism", emphasizing that
mindfulness must be lived, not just practiced in solitude.

e  Mindful Walking: Thich Nhat Hanh taught that “walking in peace” is a political act. His gentle steps,
even in times of war, were a call for peace and presence.

e Compassionate Speech and Deep Listening: He emphasized mindful communication as a path to
healing and understanding, personally modeling it in his life and in his global peace efforts.

e Connection with King: He met Dr. King in 1966. Their meeting was profound—King nominated
Thich Nhat Hanh for the Nobel Peace Prize. Their mutual respect highlighted a rare convergence of
Western and Eastern spiritual activism.

Mindful Walking Together
Both leaders:

Walked in nonviolence and compassion.

Walked with others, never alone.

Practiced deep listening, reflection, and courage in the face of injustice.
Saw interbeing—the understanding that our liberation is bound together.



In Summary:

Yes, Dr. King and Thich Nhat Hanh were bright-shining examples of Mindfulness and Mindful Walking
Together. They modeled how inner stillness can fuel outer change, and how collective presence can shift the
course of history. Their legacies continue to walk with us today.

Peace on your path.

Keep walking gently.



