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With the entire body and mind, study the 
realm where the ear, nose, and eye are neither 
old nor new. This is how blossoms and rain 
open up the world. 

—Eihei Dogen
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Xiangyan’s “Person Up a Tree”
True Dharma Eye, Case 243

Main Case

Master Xiangyan said to the sangha, “What if you are 
hanging by your teeth from a tree on a thousand foot 
cliff, with no place for your hands to hold or your feet to 
step on? All of a sudden someone asks you, from below, 
the meaning of the Ancestor’s coming from India. If you 
respond, you will lose your life. If you don’t respond, you 
don’t do justice to the question. At just such a moment, 
what would you do?” 

Then Senior Monastic Hutou came forward and said, 
“Master, let’s not talk about being in a tree. But tell me, 
what happens before climbing the tree?”

Xiangyan burst into laughter.

Body of Truth
Dharma Discourse by Geoffrey Shugen Arnold, Sensei

photo by Lee Ann Terilla
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Commentary

Old master Xiangyan’s words are clearly lethal. The 
only path through this dualistic dilemma is to die 
the great spiritual death, and realize freedom. How 
is this accomplished? We should appreciate the fact 
that the questioner, in asking about the Ancestor’s 
coming from India, is also “hanging from a tree on 
a thousand foot cliff.” If you can answer Xiangyan, 
you will not only free yourself but the questioner as 
well. 

Master Dogen says that, “If we look at this koan 
with a ‘nonthinking mind,’ we can attain the same 
real, free samadhi as Xiangyan and grasp its mean-
ing even before he has opened his mouth.” What 
is this ‘nonthinking mind’? Setting aside Xiangyan, 
the tree, and the cliff, you tell me, what is the 
meaning of the Ancestor’s coming from India? If 
you open your mouth to answer, you have missed it. 
If you don’t open your mouth, you are a thousand 
miles away. The Senior Monastic makes it clear. In 
the tree, below the tree, before the tree, after the 
tree —it’s all dirt from the same hole. Verse

Where affirmation and 
negation merge, 

 there it is, alone and 
revealed. 

On the solitary mystic peak,
 the blue mountains have 

not a speck of dust.  
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Master Xiangyan offers this moment in the 
tree—one that occurs throughout our lives 
—as a way of moving beyond all ideas of who 
we think we are.

Dharma practice-realization is to be 
free in the midst of entanglements,to 
live real, free samadhi, in birth and 

death and beyond birth and death. Within 
the Zen tradition, koan practice developed 
as a skillful means to help us discover this 
freedom. A koan works because it presses us 
to transcend our deeply entrenched dualistic 
mind, to move beyond thought, beyond all 
of our ideas and beliefs. An old master said, 
“If you want to realize the truth, you have 
to discover it by means of what is true.” So 
while the koan may appear as an entangle-
ment, this entanglement is not outside of our 
personal mind.

This is a well-known and wonderful koan. 
Master Xiangyan says, “What if you are hang-
ing in a tree by your teeth, your hands can’t 
touch the branch, your feet can’t touch the 
trunk, the tree is suspended from a thousand 
foot cliff.” What does that mean? In such a 
situation, we might become very concerned 
with the tree, the branch, the cliff, the dis-
tance to the ground; our jaws may begin to 
ache. We would be concerned with how we 
got there, with what would happen next. 
Our biggest concern of all would be getting 
ourselves out of this situation. 

Master Dogen says, “Now quietly exam-
ine the words. What if you were hanging 
by your teeth from a branch on a tree on a 
thousand foot cliff? What is you? What is the 
you that is hanging by your teeth?” Master 
Dogen brings us to the heart of the matter. 
What is this you? If we want to go beneath 
the surface of our life, if we want to discover 
the fundamental truth, then we have to ask 
the fundamental question: Who am I? Koans 
are a powerful and spiritually dangerous way 
of practicing because they use words and lan-
guage to bring us beyond words and language. 
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To enter into this koan as direct pointing is 
to be this very person, hanging from this tree 
by your teeth, suspended on this thousand 
foot cliff. Now, there are different ways that 

we can be in such a predicament, different 
ways of hanging. There is hanging in dark-
ness, with our eyes closed, lacking awareness 
that we are hanging. This is seeing samsara as 



true reality, perceiving pain as pleasure, see-
ing the impermanent as permanent. 

There is hanging in the darkness with 
one eye open—now we are aware that we are 
hanging, but our awareness is dim, partial. 
We apprehend some aspects of our situation, 
but we don’t understand how we got there. 
It may seem as if others are responsible for 
making this happen to us. Master Dogen says, 
“Remember, you climbed up this tree.” “One 
eye open” means we’re beginning  to perceive 
the situation more clearly,  and may want to 
break the cycle, but are still bound by our 
habit energies. 

We can hang from the tree as two, with 
distance between ourself and our experience, 
a distance that breeds fear and alarm. And 
then there is hanging as one—one undivided 
activity reaching everywhere and in all direc-
tions. There is no hindrance, therefore there 
is no fear. There is just this. Body and mind 
are freed of body and mind; no thing is born 
and no thing can perish. But then all of a sud-
den, somebody on the ground below looks up 
and says, “Hey, why did the Ancestor come 
from India?”

This is an old question that has been used 
in the Zen tradition to express “What is the 
real truth?” Xiangyan says if you don’t answer 
the question, then you are ignoring the needs 
of this person, and in that selfishness, you 
miss the truth of the Dharma. If you answer 
the question, you must let go of the branch 
and lose your life. What will you do? 

Where affirmation and negation merge, 
 there it is, alone and revealed. 
On the solitary mystic peak,
 the blue mountains have not a speck of 
dust.  

When it is you hanging in the tree, and 

another standing on the ground, where is the 
place that “affirmation and negation merge?” 
The Faith Mind poem says, “The Way is 
perfect like vast space, not a speck of excess 
or lack. It is due to our choosing to grasp or 
reject that we don’t see the real nature of 
things.” From within the mind of grasping 
and rejecting, hanging from this tree is defi-
nitely a problem. So take the backward step 
and go to the “solitary mystic peak” to realize 
the mind free of hindrances.

When we receive initial instruction in 
zazen, we are encouraged to not turn away 
from arising discomfort. This is the begin-
ning of the inner revolution. When we give 
up our attempt to avoid discomfort, we begin 
to taste real freedom. When we turn toward 
hanging in the tree with “no hindrance in the 
mind,” it is not different but not the same. 
This “hanging in the tree” is our life from the 
moment our consciousness appears. It is the 
first noble truth of dukkha; it is Thoreau’s 
“Most people live lives of quiet desperation”; 
it is our hesitation in life and our denial of 
death. It can be a place of deep self concern 
and clinging. It can be the pivot of our  bod-
hicitta arising.

When this person, a bodhisattva of com-
passion, comes along and asks for our help, 
this is every moment when we perceive 
the duality that creates opposition between 
myself and yourself, my liberation and your 
needs, my convenience and the cries of the 
earth. Aren’t we all hanging from the cliff? 
Is there anyone who doesn’t find themselves 
facing such a moment? 

The nature of all attachments is to turn 
what is vast and boundless into something 
small and confined. In that smallness every-
thing appears to exist as a separate island. I 
am on my island hanging from the tree, and 



more selfish and narrow-minded moments, 
we choose the one who is most like ourselves, 
who most affirms our sense of self, or gratifies 
our desires: I am this. This is me. This is mine. 
We can more easily forsake the one who is 
not me, or less like me, the one who makes 
me uncomfortable. 

A practitioner might mistakenly see this as 
a choice between their own awakening and 
being selflessly compassionate for others. 
From the realm of dualistic thinking this is 
a dilemma. That’s why people speak of koans 
as paradoxes, but they only appear so because 
of the way our habitual mind sees them. This 
case also shows how these koans are based in 
groundless wisdom merged with compassion; 
they are not abstract or theoretical. 

Recently, I was at a Western Buddhist teach-
er’s conference, during which we spent time 
examining two critical issues for sanghas in 
the U.S., climate change and encouraging 
greater diversity within our practice com-
munities. These are such essential present 
imperatives of our vow to alleviate the suffer-
ing in and of our world. One of the presenters 
talked about how homo sapiens means know-
ing beings, wise beings, and how we need to 
be cultivating and awakening to homo univer-
salis. In buddhadharma, this is one mind, the 
mind of all sentient beings, Buddha mind. It’s 
the  mind of rocks and trees. It’s the nondual, 
nondifferentiation—and non-nondifferentia-
tion—of male and female, of all racial identi-
ties, all genders and sexualities, all ways of 
being. That’s our nature. And if we are not 
embodying this unity, then we are suffering. 

Dogen says, “All of a sudden, someone under 
the tree asks you, what is the meaning of 

you are on your island on the ground below. 
It all seems so real. Yet this is false seeing. If 
I live in the stream of my attachments–my 
conceit, my vanity, the things I identify 
with–those streams only lead in one direc-
tion: suffering. Is there another path? A path 
of real truth? 

The Buddha has no fixed form. That’s why 
the teachings demand that if we want to live 
freely we must have no abiding attachment 
to anything. This includes enlightenment. 
When we try to preserve anything, we are 
trying to hang on to some sense of solid 
ground, of permanence, of control, but all the 
while we are moving through groundlessness, 
timelessness, spaciousness. When do we feel 
fear? When we feel distance. Only when we 
stand apart is there fear. And standing apart 
has nothing to do with feet or miles; we can 
be making love with someone and be a thou-
sand miles away. We can be a thousand miles 
away and be completely intimate. 

Hanging from this branch, someone asks for 
help. How do you take care of yourself and 
take care of the other person? Do you go sit 
on your cushion, or do you help your child 
with their homework? Do you turn inwards to 
develop your own spiritual practice, or do you 
turn outwards and address the needs of the 
world? Do you live in the present moment or 
do you plan for the future? From within the 
thinking mind, these can appear as conflicts. 
It appears to us that we are facing a choice 
between one side and the other. This is what 
Xiangyan is saying, “If you choose one, you 
forsake the other.” Who gets forsaken? 

The most painful stories in human history 
are those where one person’s, or one group’s  
needs are pitted against another’s. In our 
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Bodhidharma coming from India? This ques-
tion may suggest that there is someone under 
the tree.” It may suggest that. What does he 
mean? What is you? What is other? He says 
that, “It may be a person-tree. There is a per-
son under a person. Thus the tree questions 
the tree. The person questions the person. 
The entire tree is the entire question.” Dogen 
is speaking from the mind of homo universalis, 
from the enlightened, unified, unobstructed 
mind that is not deceived by the appearance 
of things as inherently divided and distinct.

The great inner truths are not separate 
from the outer truths. Issues of equality, of 
social justice, of climate change, are, at their 
heart, spiritual matters. As we practice, we 
begin to see that there is no inner and outer, 
that self and other are interdependent and 
non-dual. We recognize the great responsibil-
ity we have as human beings, the power that 
we have to do great good without disregard-
ing anyone or anything?

“I don’t want to talk about being in the tree,” 
senior monastic Hutou says, and asks instead, 
“What happens before climbing the tree?” 
Xiangyan bursts into laughter. Before, during 
and after, Xiangyan is laughing. The mean-
ing of his  laughter is not just being cheer-
ful, his “laughter” is not just in his laughter;  
he’s showing us how to be free in that very 
moment. Xiangyan is taking care of the one 
in the tree, the one on the ground—and no 
one is left out.

The important thing with this koan, as with 
every koan, is to go to the place where there 
are no ideas, no interpretations. Let go for 
the moment of any idea of how to make this 
work in your life. So that it can truly work 
in our lives, we need to move beyond all 

M Yashna
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Master Dogen said, “What Xiangyan means,is that 
you should dare to respond, and just lose your life.” 
Just lose your life. Just give up your attachment to 
the idea of life. Be that daring, that courageous, that 
loving. That’s why Bodhidharma said that to let go of 
the self is the greatest act of generosity. 

So let us all practice a path that is real and true. Let 
us be dedicated to that. I encourage all of us to make 
sure that path includes everything: your wellbeing 
and the wellbeing of others. If it is a true path, it 
will challenge you. You will be uncomfortable. But, 
as Shantideva says, this is like the pain we feel along 
the way to the season of great peace.

I offer a simple poem:

All here, all now, 
all oceanic, all distinct.
All along, no one has deceived you, 
All along the troublemaker has been you.

Now,
take your bright and burning light 
and trouble-make awake
the tree that hangs in your mouth.

Don’t you see? 

The whole great earth 
rests so perfectly
in your own hands.

 
            

ideas, to allow the personal body-mind to fall 
away, and then embody this realization in 
the world. Xingyan’s laughter is not caught 
in hanging, he’s not caught in answering the 
person and he is not ignoring the person. He’s 
not identifying with the person in the tree, 
with the cliff, or with the space below; he 
is not being kind, but his selflessness bursts 
forth with kindness. Do you understand? 

When we cling to spiritual practice, we 
might think that if we meditate and liberate 
ourselves, that this is liberation. This is not 
enough. As Buddhists, we can really deceive 
ourselves here, thinking that we are fulfill-
ing our potential just by seeing deeply into 
the nature of reality. And so Dogen says we 
should quietly examine “what we call our-
selves.” This means to  also examine what we 
call the world. When we de-value one thing, 
we de-value everything. When we degrade 
one place, we degrade everywhere; we can’t 
contain it. And we have created power-
ful systems that are based on devaluation 
and degradation, systems that are complex, 
sophisticated, deeply entrenched, and relied 
upon. These are the systems that create the 
oppression of poverty, class, racism, sexism 
and all forms of suffering.

The Buddha realized there is no peace in the 
world if there is no peace in our hearts. They 
arise together; they are mutually dependent. 
We can’t liberate ourselves unless we are 
helping to liberate everyone. This is not a 
choice, or something we sign on for or opt 
out of. This is just the nature of our universe. 

How do we practice homo universalis in the 
many worlds, among the many beings? The 
whole world is the tree. The whole world is 
the cliff, and the person asking the question. 
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Fundamentally, the meaning of shu-
nyata is “emptiness,” and the nature of 
shunyata is being able to see the phe-
nomenal world in the absence of dualistic 
fixation. The function of shunyata is to see 
that dualistic fixations are not particularly 
appropriate and valid. By realizing the 
negativity of its own nature, we could see 
further positivity. The awareness of shu-
nyata could act as memory, in the sense 
that its presence is never lost. It is a pres-
ent memory rather than a past record. 
From shunyata’s point of view, everything 
is present. 

Questioning whether we really know 
what things are, whether we really know 
what blue is or what green is, is a way of 
trying to cut through conceptual mind. 
We discover that we cannot actually find 
any permanent, fundamental, satisfying 
ground on which to stick our concepts 
or to nail them down. Things seem to be 
arbitrary, but we see that our perceptions 
also are arbitrary. Because such dualistic 
fixations are just temporary, they do not 
playa very important part in our under-
standing. 

On the whole, we can say that shun-
yata is emptiness. The reason shunyata is 
emptiness is because our perceptions of 
the phenomenal world have no character-
istics of any substantial nature. They are 
arbitrary, and dependent on our particular 
state of mind. Therefore, they are detach-
able; they are a lie. 

The second of the two truths is absolute 
or ultimate truth, or tondam. Ton means 
“meaning,” and dam means “superior,” or 
“ultimate”; so tondam means “absolute 
truth.” It is the real truth as opposed 
to the relative truth, and quite difficult 
to explain. One of the definitions of 
tondam is that it is experiencing reality 
in its fullest sense, without regarding any 
individual style as tangible from the ego-
clinging point of view. 

 In discussing absolute truth, I 
have decided to drop the yogachara view-
point and approach it from the point of 
view of the madhyamakans. The yogacha-
rans are very good at relative truth. If you 
want to understand relative truth, you 
cannot help but see it from the yogacha-
ran point of view that everything is about 
your mind, how your mind boggles and 
how your mind bucks and kicks. However, 
I don’t think you can experience absolute 
truth properly from the yogachara point 
of view. 

Absolute truth is that we have no truth. 
In talking about absolute truth, I do not 
want to discuss hypothetical theories 
about absolute truth, but to build some 
kind of ground for experiencing the 
groundlessness of absolute truth. Just 
knowing about absolute truth does not 
help you, particularly. The question is, 
how do you know it is absolute truth? 

SHUNYATA AND BUDDHA NATURE 

Editorial
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Mahamati once more asked the Buddha, 
“Bhagavan, according to the Bhagavan, the 
sutras are concerned with what neither arises 

nor ceases. The Bhagavan has also said ‘what neither 
arises nor ceases’ is another name for tathagatas. 
Bhagavan, is it because of their nonexistence that he 
says they neither arise nor cease? Or is it because it is 
another name for tathagatas?”

The Buddha replied, “I say nothing arises or ceases 
because the categories of existence and nonexistence 
do not apply.”

Mahamati replied, “Bhagavan, if nothing arises, 
then there is nothing for us to grasp. But if nothing 
arises, is there not something in the name? Could you 
please explain this?” 

The Buddha told Mahamati, “Excellent. Excellent, 
indeed. Listen carefully and ponder this well, and I 
will explain and clarify this for you.” 

Mahamati replied, “May we be so instructed.” 
The Buddha told Mahamati, “I teach that ‘tatha-

gata’ does not not exist but also that nothing can 
be grasped in what neither arises nor ceases. Also, it 
neither arises nor ceases because it is not dependent 
on conditions. And yet, neither is it without meaning. 
What I teach, Mahamati, is that this is the name for 
a tathagata’s projection body.What does not arise is 
beyond the understanding of followers of other paths, 
shravakas, pratyeka-buddhas, or bodhisattvas of the 
first seven stages. Mahamati, ‘what does not arise’ is 
another name for a tathagata. 

“Mahamati, it is like with ‘Indra,’ ‘Shakra,’ and 
‘Purandara.’ Every such entity has multiple names. But 
because they have multiple names does not mean they 
have multiple existences or that they don’t have their 
own existence. In the same manner, Mahamati, I have 
had countless hundreds of thousands of names in this 
karmic world. But when foolish people hear someone 
speak my names, they do not know they are different 
names of the Tathagata. “

Mahamati, some beings know me as Tathagata, 
others know me as Sarvajna the All Knowing, or as 

FROM THE 

 Lankavatara 
Sutra

TRANSLATED BY RED PINE
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Buddha the Enlightened, or as Natha the 
Refuge, or as Svayambhu the Self-Aware, or 
as Nayaka the Teacher, or as Vinayaka the 
Philosopher, or as Parinayaka the Guide, 
or as Rishi the Ascetic, or as Brahma, or 
as Vishnu, or as Ishvara, or as Pradhana 
the Victor, or as Kapila, or as Bhutanta 
the Real, or as Soma the Moon, or as 
Surya the Sun, or as Rama the King, or as 
Anutpada the Non-Arising, or as Anirodha 
the Unceasing, or as Sunyata the Empty, 
or as Thatata the Thus, or as Satya the 
Truth, or as Bhutatathata the Reality, or as 
Dharmata the True Nature, or as Nirvana, 
or as Nitya the Eternal, or as Samata the 
Impartial, or as Advaya the Non-Dual, or 
as Nirabhasa the Imageless , or as Mukti 
the Liberated, or as Yana the Path, or as 
Manomaya the Projection. 

“Mahamati, like the moon in the water, 
which is neither in nor not in the water, I 
have been known in this and other worlds 
by neither more nor less than countless 
hundreds of thousands of names such as 
these. The ignorant, however, fall prey to 
dualities and are thus incapable of knowing 
me. Though they might revere and honor 
me, they do not understand the meaning 
of terms or know how to distinguish names 
and do not understand the way of personal 
understanding but cling instead to vari-
ous texts and explanations. They imagine 
‘what neither arises nor ceases’ is something 
that does not exist and do not realize it 
is another name for a tathagata, as with 
‘Indra,’ ‘Shakra,’ and ‘Purandara.’ Because 
they do not understand where the way of 
personal understanding eventually leads, 
they become attached instead to whatever 
is said about things. 

“Mahamati, such fools say things like 

this, ‘The meaning is like the words. Words 
and meaning are not separate. And how so? 
Because meaning has no substance. There is 
no meaning outside of words but only what 
resides in words.’ 

“Mahamati, those in possession of such 
immature wisdom do not understand the 
essential nature of words. They do not 
understand that words arise and cease, 
while meaning does not arise or cease. 
Mahamati, all words are dependent on 
language. Meaning is not because it tran-
scends existence and nonexistence. It is not 
subject to arising, and it has no substance. 
Mahamati, the tathagatas do not teach 
teachings dependent on language because 
what exists or does not exist cannot be 
found in language, but only by those who do 
not depend on language. 

“Mahamati, if someone says what is 
taught by a tathagata is dependent on 
language, they speak falsely. The Dharma 
transcends language. Therefore, Mahamati, 
neither I nor any other buddha or bodhisat-
tva speaks a single word or responds with 
a single word. And why not? Because the 
Dharma transcends language. It is not that 
we teach a meaningless meaning but that 
words are the projections ofbeings. Still, 
Mahamati, if we did not say anything, our 
teaching would come to an end. And if our 
teaching came to an end, there would be no 
buddhas, bodhisattvas, pratyeka-buddhas, 
or shravakas. And if there were none, who 
would teach and who would listen? 

“Therefore, Mahamati, bodhisattvas are 
not attached to words but expound the 
teaching of the sutras according to what is 
appropriate. Because the longings and afflic-
tions of beings are not the same, I and other 
buddhas teach different teachings to beings 
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with different levels of understanding so 
that they will get free of the mind, the will, 
and conceptual consciousness, not so that 
they will attain the personal realization of 
buddha knowledge. Mahamati, to under-
stand that nothing exists except as a per-
ception of one’s own mind and to transcend 
dualistic projections, bodhisattvas rely on 
meaning and not on language. 

“If a noble son or daughter relies on 
language, they will not only harm their own 
understanding of ultimate truth, they will 
not be able to awaken others. As long as 
they rely on their attachment to mistaken 
views, they might teach others but with-
out understanding the characteristics or 
stages of the different teachings and with-
out understanding their expressions. But 
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once they understand the characteristics 
and stages of the different teachings and 
understand their expressions and become 
fully versed in their essential meaning, they 
will be able to use the bliss of true freedom 
from projections and their own delight 
therein to establish beings everywhere in 
the Mahayana. 

“Mahamati, those who embrace the 
Mahayana embrace buddhas, bodhisattvas, 
pratyeka-buddhas, and shravakas. Those 
who embrace buddhas, bodhisattvas, pra-
tyeka-buddhas, and shravakas, embrace 
all beings. Those who embrace all beings 
embrace the Dharma. Those who embrace 
the Dharma, do not bring an end to the 
lineage of buddhas. Those who do not bring 
an end to the lineage of buddhas know how 
to enter the most exalted of abodes. And 
knowing how to enter the most exalted of 
abodes, bodhisattvas are able to constantly 
teach others and establish them in the 
Mahayana. By their mastery of the ten pow-
ers, they manifest different guises based on 
their understanding of the characteristics of 
the physical types, aspirations, and afflic-
tions of other beings, and they teach them 
what is truly so. What is truly so does not 
vary. What is truly so does not come or go. 
What puts an end to all fabrications, this 
is what is truly so. Mahamati, a noble son 
or daughter should not embrace or cling to 
anything that is said because what is real is 
beyond language. 

“Mahamati, if one person points to some-
thing with their finger, and a foolish person 
looks at their finger, they won’t know what 
they really mean. In the same manner, fool-
ish people become attached to the finger of 
words. And because they never look away 
from it, they are never able to discover the 

true meaning beyond the finger of words. 
Likewise, Mahamati, an infant should eat 
cooked rice, not uncooked rice. If someone 
feeds it uncooked rice, that person must 
either be mad or not know how to prepare 
rice. Mahamati, the same is true of ‘what 
neither arises nor ceases.’ Those who don’t 
make an effort don’t become skilled. Thus, 
you should focus your efforts on becoming 
skilled and not on words, as if you were 
looking at someone’s fingertip. 

“Thus, Mahamati, you should focus your 
efforts on the true meaning. The true mean-
ing is subtle and silent. It is the cause of 
nirvana. Words are linked to projections, 
and projections are tied to birth and death. 
Mahamati, the true meaning is learned 
from the learned. Mahamati, those who 
are learned esteem meaning and not words. 
Those who esteem meaning don’t accept the 
scriptures and doctrines of other schools. 
They don’t accept them for themselves, 
nor do they cause others to accept them. 
Thus they are called ‘learned and virtuous.’ 
Hence, those who seek meaning should 
approach those who are learned, those who 
esteem meaning. And they should distance 
themselves from those who do the opposite 
and who attach themselves to words.” 

Red Pine is an American author whose actual name 
is Bill Porter but uses the pseudonym “Red Pine” 
when translating. He is a translator and interpreter 
of Chinese texts, primarily Taoist and Buddhist 
which includes  poetry and sutras. 

From The Lankavatara Sutra Translated by Red 
Pine. Copyright © 2012 by Red Pine. Re-printed 
by permission of Counterpoint.
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conflicts that are the most bitter. It may be that 
a clear recognition of this paradox is one of the 
keys to history; that it is the key to our period 
there is no doubt. 

In any struggle for a well-defined stake each 
combatant can weigh the value of the stake 
against the probable cost of the struggle and 
decide how great an effort it justifies; indeed, it is 
generally not difficult to arrive at a compromise 
which is more advantageous to both contending 
parties than even a successful battle. But when 
there is no objective there is no longer any com-
mon measure or proportion; no balance or com-
parison of alternatives is possible, and compro-
mise is inconceivable. In such circumstances the 
importance of the battle can only be measured by 
the sacrifices it demands, and from this it follows 

The relative security we enjoy in this age, 
thanks to a technology which gives us a 
measure of control over nature, is more 

than cancelled out by the dangers of destruc-
tion and massacre in conflicts between groups of 
men. If the danger is grave it is no doubt partly 
because of the power of the destructive weapons 
supplied by our techniques; but these weapons do 
not fire themselves, and it is dishonest to blame 
inert matter for a situation in which the entire 
responsibility is our own. Common to all our 
most threatening troubles is one characteristic 
which might appear reassuring to a superficial 
eye, but which is in reality the great danger: they 
are conflicts with no definable objective. The whole 
of history bears witness that it is precisely such 

The Power of Words
BY SIMONE WEIL
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that the sacrifices already incurred are a per-
petual argument for new ones. Thus there would 
never be any reason to stop killing and dying, 
except that there is fortunately a limit to human 
endurance. This paradox is so extreme as to defy 
analysis. And yet the most perfect example of it 
is known to every so-called educated man, but, by 
a sort of taboo, we read it without understanding. 

The Greeks and Trojans massacred one 
another for ten years on account of Helen. Not 
one of them except the dilettante warrior Paris 
cared two straws about her; all of them agreed 
in wishing she had never been born. The person 
of Helen was so obviously out of scale with this 
gigantic struggle that in the eyes of all she was no 
more than the symbol of what was really at stake; 
but the real issue was never defined by anyone, 
nor could it be, because it did not exist. For the 
same reason it could not be calculated. Its impor-
tance was simply imagined as corresponding to 
the deaths incurred and the further massacres 
expected; and this implied an importance beyond 
all reckoning. Hector foresaw that his city would 
be destroyed, his father and brothers massacred, 
his wife degraded to a slavery worse than death; 
Achilles knew that he was condemning his father 
to the miseries and humiliations of a defenceless 
old age; all were aware that their long absence at 
the war would bring ruin on their homes; yet no 
one felt that the cost was too great, because they 
were all in pursuit of a literal non-entity whose 
only value was in the price paid for it. When 
the Greeks began to think of returning to their 
homes it seemed to Minerva and Ulysses that a 
reminder of the sufferings of their dead comrades 
was a sufficient argument to put them to shame. 
They used, in fact, exactly the same arguments as 
three thousand years later employed by Poincaré 
to castigate the proposal for a negotiated peace. 
Nowadays the popular mind has an explanation 
for this sombre zeal in piling up useless ruin; it 
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imagines the machinations of economic interests. 
But there is no need to look so far. In the time of 
Homer’s Greeks there were no organized bronze 
manufacturers or international cartels. The truth 
is that the role which we attribute to mysterious 
economic oligarchies was attributed by Homer’s 
contemporaries to the gods of the Greek mythol-
ogy. But there is no need of gods or conspiracies 
to make men rush headlong into the most absurd 

disasters. Human nature suffices. 
For the clear-sighted, there is no more dis-

tressing symptom of this truth than the unreal 
character of most of the conflicts that are taking 
place today. They have even less reality than the 
war between Greeks and Trojans. At the heart of 
the Trojan War there was at least a woman and, 
what is more, a woman of perfect beauty. For 
our contemporaries the role of Helen is played 
by words with capital letters. If we grasp one of 
these words, all swollen with blood and tears, and 
squeeze it, we find it is empty. Words with content 
and meaning are not murderous. If one of them 
occasionally becomes associated with bloodshed, 
it is rather by chance than by inevitability, and 
the resulting action is generally controlled and 
efficacious. But when empty words are given capi-
tal letters, then, on the slightest pretext, men will 
begin shedding blood for them and piling up ruin 
in their name, without effectively grasping any-
thing to which they refer, since what they refer to 
can never have any reality, for the simple reason 
that they mean nothing. In these conditions 

the only definition of success is to crush a rival 
group of men who have a hostile word on their 
banners; for it is a characteristic of these empty 
words that each of them has its complementary 
antagonist. It is true, of course, that not all of 
these words are intrinsically meaningless; some of 
them do have meaning if one takes the trouble to 
define them properly. But when a word is properly 
defined it loses its capital letter and can no longer 

serve either as a banner or as a hostile slogan; it 
becomes simply a sign, helping us to grasp some 
concrete reality, or concrete objective, or method 
of activity. To clarify thought, to discredit the 
intrinsically meaningless words, and to define 
the use of others by precise analysis—to do this, 
strange though it may appear, might be a way of 
saving human lives. 

Simone Weil (1909 – 1943) was a French philosopher, 
Christian mystic, and political activist. Weil was not well 
known during her lifetime but gained popularity in the 
West during the first decade following her death. She is well 
known for her works on religion and spirituality, social and 
political thought, and philosophy.

From The Simone Weil Reader. Copyright © 1977 by 
George A. Panichas. Reprinted by permission of David 
McKay, Inc. 

When there is no objective there is no longer any common measure or propor-
tion; no balance or comparison of alternatives is possible, and compromise is 
inconceivable. 
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the fact that we share the same life-source 
as a flower or a bee. But we are nonetheless 
inherently different in form. When we speak 
of race, sexuality, and gender–when we speak 
of our embodiment–we speak of all of us, not 
just “those people” over there.

Some misperceive “difference” to refer 
only to people of color, “race” to refer only to 

Inclusiveness underlies oneness. Being 
aware of the multiplicity in oneness 
requires that we recognize the collective 

nature of our lives. It is crucial that we see 
the variety of lived experiences within one-
ness in order to see who we really are as liv-
ing beings. We have mistaken our sameness 
for being human. Our sameness stems from 

Multiplicity in Oneness
BY REV. ZENJU EARTHLYN MANUEL
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black men, “sexuality” to queer people, “gen-
der” to white women, “class” to those with 
have inherited wealth or those who live in 
poverty, and so on. And notice black women 
are hardly considered on the continuum at 
all. Whether or not we see ourselves in terms 
of these groups, we all participate in these 
consciously and unconsciously created con-
structs (or delusions, if you see them in that 
way). Because there are multiple expressions 
of life, we all partake in race, sexuality, and 
gender. We all partake in the nature of one-
ness and the challenges that exist within it. 
We are all raced, sexualized, classed, and so 
on. This can be difficult to see. 

The body, distinct in its appearance and 
character, is the location of awakened experi-
ence. Inclusivity lies at the heart of under-
standing multiplicity in oneness as a way of 

tenderness, as a way of facing the challenges 
of the body as the location of awakened expe-
rience. We may think that oneness should 
exclude marks of diversity like race, sexuality, 
and gender, yet oneness is inclusive of every-
thing in our lives. We are interrelated despite 
our varied embodiments and ways of living. 
Race, sexuality, and gender are not merely 
labels or categories, but involve tangible 
lived experiences for each of us. We cannot 
experience life without a body, and we live 
our lives with the categorical names given to 
our bodies. 

You may not share this line of thought, 
and feel that the topic of this discourse is only 

for those who suffer within particular groups, 
and therefore have an ax to grind. We may 
attempt to refrain from identity out of fear of 
opposition and conflict, not seeing its trans-
formative capacity. We all react, respond, 
yell out, hold back, cry, laugh, or curse, 
when these so-called labels are activated. If 
race, gender, and sexuality are merely labels, 
merely words, we should be capable of mov-
ing through life without being affected by 
them, as if they all were truly only illusions. 
Some say that these are only words, and pre-
tend to be unaffected and uninterested until 
the words include or exclude them, until they 
find that they, too, are affected and experi-
ence a sense of harmful discrimination. 

We must acknowledge the relevancy of 
our lived experience, even within the abso-
luteness of our being, beyond our material 

embodiment. There is a relational self on the 
path of spirit. In other words, our identities 
in terms of race, sexuality, and gender can-
not be ignored for the sake of some kind of 
imagined invisibility or to attain spiritual 
transcendence. We are not capable of being 
“unembodied” Selves, nor are we meant to 
be. We cannot ,become the Self that we can-
not touch, that does not suffer, that has no 
name, no color, no eyes, no ears, no nose, no 
tongue. No matter how many labels we drop 
we cannot become that Self. 

I ONCE SAW a news panel on how to be an ally 
to those who are systematically oppressed 

There is no single group of people who are “carriers of the oneness of 
nature.
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in society. The panel was comprised of a 
diverse group of selected activists recognized 
for their work in the area of social justice. 
When asked how one becomes an ally to the 
marginalized, with a big smile, one man said, 
“I won the lottery because I’m white, male, 
and heterosexual. So 1 must use my privilege 
to help others.” This man had learned to 
acknowledge that privilege exists for some in 
our society, but 1 was stunned by his claim 
that his particular embodiment was actu-
ally richer than those of others. I was further 
stunned by the lack of response to his claim 
by the moderator and the brown and black 
activists, who seemed to implicitly agree that 
his embodiment was “better,” and that he 
bore the great responsibility that comes along 
with the great power afforded by his body. 
While 1 did understand that the panel was 
agreeing with his front row seat in political 
power structures of our country, it was the joy 
on his face in regards to his embodiment and 
ownership of privilege that said he somehow 
embraced white superiority. 

This young man’s claim is a useful exam-
ple that allows us to see how labels create a 
lived experience, and how that lived experi-
ence affects others. The absence of a collec-
tive or communal view of his life contributed 
to the shaping of the lives of those who didn’t 
“win the lottery” because of the color, sex, 
etc. He spoke as if he were lucky by birth (it 
takes luck to win the lottery, after all), and 
that his luck set him apart from those who 
have no luck—those who have to advocate 
in order to be treated as human. I don’t mean 
to downplay the gift that this young man was 
giving. I am simply pointing out how even in 
his giving and the black and brown activists 
receiving, we perpetuate notions of light as 
superiority and dark as inferiority, and how 

this leads directly to a mentality of hatred. 
Such mentalities lead us further away from 
the possibility that being born black or brown 
is also winning the lottery. 

If he won the lottery in his birth, then we 
all have, because we have all been born. It is 
not the responsibility of one kind of people to 
liberate another while holding on to the win-
nings. By seeing some groups only as “allies” 
we cause them to appear to be “carriers of 
peace and wellness,” and those who fight for 
what ought to be their birthright to be “carri-
ers of pain, suffering, and disruption.” There 
is no single group of people who are “carriers 
of the oneness of nature.” No one group or 
person embodies nature or possesses it in a 
way that allows it to be defended or handed 
over. We have all won life and the right 
to live it is our birthright. This is the true 
essence of social justice—the spirituality of it. 

WHILE ALL OF US may not identify with labels 
of race, sexuality, gender, class, age, disability, 
and so on, we all cling to such appearances 
because of our embodied interrelationship. 
An acknowledgment that these construc-
tions were created together and are cultivated 
together is crucial for this old dialogue to 
open and breathe, and to be life affirming 
and transformative in its opposing n·ature. 
It’s about whether or not we are interested 
in such aspects of life, about whether we will 
attend or neglect the collective suffering of 
all living beings. 

If we have created “race,” we are all 
involved in the lived experience of it, wheth-
er we individually view ourselves in terms of 
race or not. When we are treated by others or 
act ourselves with a consciousness of race, we 
can count on an impact of that consciousness 
on everyone we interact with. If oppression 
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is a particular kind of suffering for some, 
then it is a general type of suffering for all. 
Do we all acknowledge this suffering? No. 
Are we all tender, in the sense of wounded 
soreness, to it? Because of the nature of our 
interrelatedness, the answer is yes. Whether 
we are aware of it or not, we are all connected 
to this wounded tenderness in some way. So 
why can’t we use it in the service of liberating 
action? We usually suppress our tenderness, 
because it leaves us far too exposed. But the 
feeling of woundedness is not the com-
plete experience of tenderness. The complete 
experience of tenderness is to acknowledge 
that within the seamless life shared between 
us, we cannot parcel out hate to some with-
out affecting the whole of humanity. When 
we reach that kind of tenderness–complete 
tenderness–liberation is won. 

Race, sexuality, and gender are born out 
of an awareness that “I am this.” The feelings 
and perceptions that follow this awareness 
give rise to an experience of life as appear-
ance-based. Race, sexuality, and gender are 
perpetuated when past experiences of them 
carries forward into the present. We carry 
historical atrocities, such as slavery, genocide, 
massacres, or holocausts, in our collective 
memory. The memory of these tragedies 
persists in society, creating unexamined bio-
logical myths. Biological myths (a term I 
borrow from Michelle M. Wright, author and 
professor at Northwestern University) are 
stories created about certain groups of people 
that lack accurate historical perspective or 
content. Bigotry and supremacy of all kinds 
emerge from biological myths. More impor-
tantly, an invisible hatred is justified by these 
myths, and the myth obscures our ability to 
directly experience one another and to see 
the oppression that functions as the norm in 

society. 
The biological myths associated with my 

particular embodiment run rampant in our 
society. I have been mistaken for “the help,” 
a thief, a thug, a mammy (or someone to milk 
when in pain), an uncontrolled sexual object, 
and for a child (even though I am the age of 
most grandmothers). From my side, I have 
walked as an author, have been a nonprofit 
executive for twentyfive years, and am now 
an ordained Zen priest. I don’t name these 
earthly accomplishments to elevate myself. I 
name them to show that we cannot truly see 
each other. Even these things are not who I 
really am. We see the roles that we play and 
the biological myths that come with them. 
The roles I play in life are not life itself. The 
nature of my life expresses itself in many 
ways. 

Biological myths obstruct our capacity 
to see multiplicity in oneness. Perhaps by 
relieving ourselves of ungrounded stories 
we can unload political concerns that have 
swollen nearly to bursting. Perhaps we can 
roll the dynamic of accepted and unaccepted 
differences among us from our heads into our 
bodies, into our hearts, to better feel, speak 
to, and encounter each other-even as we 
may only truly meet ourselves for the first 
time—in stillness, in ritual, or in ceremony. 
Not blind to color, deaf to anger and rage, 
ashamed of history, but ever present to the 
ways in which we have rendered some lives 
dispensable and others not. How can we 
use our spiritual paths to lead ourselves out 
of ignorance and deception? Is purification 
through meditation enough? I say we need 
more as many of us struggle to sustain a com-
mitment to purification, whether it is medi-
tation, praying in sweatlodges, indigenous 
ritual, or ceremony. We need the connected-
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ness we once knew. 
When we recognize that we are all a part 

of the collective injury of hatred, we begin to 
face our unexamined fears. We do not have 
to go far to find ourselves in the midst of 
human struggles based on unacceptable dif-
ferences. This struggle is an intimate tension 

inherent to life, and yet for some reason it is 
often considered tangential to contemporary 
spiritual teachings. Within many Buddhist 
communities, discussions of difference gravi-
tate toward a superficial sameness or “no 
self,” without realistically addressing the suf-
fering that has happened-that is happening-
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among human beings .. Such suffering, when 
explored in Buddhist communities, is treated 
as a personal issue rather than as a collective 
injury. Those who shed light on particular 
mistreatments become the focus, rather than 
the mistreatment itself. It is quite possible for 
the majority of a community to stand aloof 
and watch, as if they are not affected by the 
mistreatment. This kind of experience can 
become the source of longstanding divisive-
ness and isolation. 

THERE IS NOTHING more powerful than looking 
out on nature and seeing the varied expres-
sions of life, taking in its myriad forms that 
touch our hearts or that disturb them. We 
ourselves are just as magnificent as anything 
expressed in nature as nature. We need only 
be that magnificence. Yet when we try to 
“be” magnificent, discrimination and discern-
ment enter into our minds. We leave out who 
and what we think is not magnificent. We 
exclude whatever we judge to be lesser in our 
minds, which leads to manipulative action 
and to formation of ideologies that blind us 
to the true beauty of ourselves as nature. The 
organic evolution of seeing ourselves as part 
of nature, as beautiful as nature, is what we 
have been working toward as human beings 
from the beginning of our time on this planet.

Yet we constantly move against each 
other, which is to move against nature. The 
inability to see the true beauty of nature in 
ourselves, as ourselves, causes injury, assault, 
and war for all sentient creatures. From our 
beginnings we have been confronted by our 
differences, and our inability to see them 
as the natural order of things has allowed 
discomfort and fear to develop in our societ-
ies and has turned us against ourselves. The 
destruction wrought by this process reaches 

beyond our own sepecies to affect other living 
beings as well. We have been concerned with 
our personal and particular needs without 
much care for what it costs others. Who will 
pull the plow, harvest the crop, build, and 
sacrifice their land, culture, and bodies for us?

Fortunately our intelligence allows us to 
clearly see this destruction and disconnec-
tion. And we have, down through the ages, 
developed many means to attempt to heal, 
mend, and atone for our actions. Yet while 
our spiritual paths have assisted us, our aspi-
rations to be “better” human beings may 
inadvertently hinder us. To be “good” people 
we tend to bypass the messiness of our lives 
in order to enter the gate of tranquility. Can 
the gate of tranquility really be as we imagine 
it? No matter which way we approach peace, 
it seems we must cross the burning threshold 
of human conditioning to enter it. So, before 
we leap to the universal, the true essence, or 
spirit, why not start where we are as human 
beings? We must carve a path through the 
flames of our human condition. We must 
see it for what it is, and bow to it—not a 
pitiful bow, but a bow of acknowledgment. 
By acknowledging our human condition, we 
acknowledge that we might not know how to 
end hatred and that we are not superheroes; 
we are human beings.

Zenju Earthlyn Manuel, PhD, is the author of Tell 
Me Something About Buddhism and an ordained 
Zen Buddhist Priest.

From The Way of Tenderness: Awakening Through 
Race, Sexuality, and Gender. Copyright © 2015 by 
Earthlyn M. Manuel. Reprinted by permission of 
Wisdom Publications. 
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Wilderness
BY JAMIE SAMDAHL

Wilderness by Jamie Samdahl 

I begged for wilderness and lost my shoes
 in the roar of high prairie grass
and wind. It was night.
You stood in the moonwash
thistle-mouthed,
unable to speak

the truth, it’s like a too-bright light
you said, no good to look right at it—
better to find it instead
reflected in the glass
of someone else’s wild eye.

Climate Change is Violence
BY REBECCA SOLNIT
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If you’re poor, the only way you’re likely to 
injure someone is the old traditional way: 
artisanal violence, we could call it—by 

hands, by knife, by club, or maybe modern 
hands-on violence, by gun or by car. 

But if you’re tremendously wealthy, you 
can practice industrial-scale violence without 
any manual labor on your own part. You can, 
say, build a sweatshop factory that will col-
lapse in Bangladesh and kill more people than 
any hands-on mass murderer ever did, or you 
can calculate risk and benefit about putting 
poisons or unsafe machines into the world, as 
manufacturers do every day. If you’re the lead-
er of a country, you can declare war and kill 
by the hundreds of thousands or millions. And 
the nuclear superpowers–the United States 

and Russia–still hold the option of destroying 
quite a lot of life on Earth. 

So do the carbon barons. But when we 
talk about violence, we almost always talk 
about violence from below, not above. Or so I 
thought when I received a press release from a 
climate group announcing that “scientists say 
there is a direct link between changing cli-
mate and an increase in violence.” What the 
scientists actually said, in a not-so-newsworthy 
article in Nature a few years ago, is that there is 
higher conflict in the tropics in El Niño years 
and that perhaps this will scale up to make our 
age of climate change also an era of civil and 
international conflict. 

The message is that ordinary people will 
behave badly in an era of intensified climate 

change. All this makes sense, unless you go 
back to the premise and note that climate 
change is itself violence. Extreme, horrific, 
long-term, widespread violence. 

Climate change is anthropogenic—caused 
by human beings, some much more than 
others. We know the consequences of that 
change: the acidification of oceans and 
decline of many species in them, the slow 
disappearance of island nations such as the 
Maldives, increased flooding, drought, crop 
failure leading to food-price increases and fam-
ine, increasingly turbulent weather. (Think 
Hurricane Sandy and the recent typhoon 
in the Philippines and heat waves that kill 
elderly people by the tens of thousands.) 

Climate change is violence. 

So if we want to talk about violence and 
climate change, then let’s talk about climate 
change as violence. Rather than worrying 
about whether ordinary human beings will 
react turbulently to the destruction of the very 
means of their survival, let’s worry about that 
destruction—and their survival. Of course, 
water failure, crop failure, flooding, and more 
will lead to mass migration and climate refu-
gees–they already have–and this will lead 
to conflict. Those conflicts are being set in 
motion now.

You can regard the Arab Spring, in part, 
as a climate conflict: the increase in wheat 
prices was one of the triggers for that series of 
revolts that changed the face of northernmost 
Africa and the Middle East. On the one hand, 

In the best-case scenario, we damage the Earth less. We are currently wran-
gling about how much to devastate the Earth. 
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you can say, how nice if those people had not 
been hungry in the first place. On the other, 
how can you not say, how great is it that those 
people stood up against being deprived of 
sustenance and hope? And then you have to 
look at the systems that created that hunger-
the enormous economic inequalities in places 
such as Egypt and the brutality used to keep 
down the people at the lower levels of the 
social system, as well as the weather. 

People revolt when their lives are unbear-
able. Sometimes material reality creates that 
unbearableness: droughts, plagues, storms, 
floods. But food and medical care, health and 
well-being, access to housing and education—
these things are also governed by economic 
means and government policy. That’s what the 
revolt called Occupy Wall Street was against. 

Climate change will increase hunger as 
food prices rise and food production falters, 
but we already have widespread hunger on 
Earth, and much of it is due not to the failures 
of nature and farmers, but to systems of dis-
tribution. Almost 16 million children in the 
United States now live with hunger, according 
to the U.S. Department of Agriculture, and 
that is not because the vast, agriculturally rich 
United States cannot produce enough to feed 
all of us. We are a country whose distribution 
system is itself a kind of violence. 

Climate change is not suddenly bringing 
about an era of equitable distribution. I sus-
pect people will be revolting in the coming 
future against what they revolted against in 
the past: the injustices of the system. They 
should revolt, and we should be glad they do, 
if not so glad that they need to. (Though one 
can hope they’ll recognize that violence is not 
necessarily where their power lies.) One of 
the events prompting the French Revolution 
was the failure of the 1788 wheat crop, which 
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made bread prices skyrocket and the poor go 
hungry. The insurance against such events is 
often thought to be more authoritarianism and 
more threats against the poor, but that’s only 
an attempt to keep a lid on what’s boiling over; 
the other way to go is to turn down the heat. 

The same week during which I received 
that ill-thought-out press release about cli-
mate and violence, Exxon Mobil Corporation 
issued a policy report. It makes for boring 
reading, unless you can make the dry language 
of business into pictures of the consequences 
of those acts undertaken for profit. Exxon 
says, “We are confident that none of our 
hydrocarbon reserves are now or will become 
‘stranded.’ We believe producing these assets 
is essential to meeting growing energy demand 
worldwide.” Stranded assets that mean carbon 
assets—coal, oil, gas still underground—would 
become worthless if we decided they could not 
be extracted and burned in the near future. 
Because scientists say that we need to leave 
most of the world’s known carbon reserves in 
the ground if we are to go for the milder rather 
than the more extreme versions of climate 
change. Under the milder version, countless 
more people, species, and places will survive. 
In the best-case scenario, we damage the Earth 
less. We are currently wrangling about how 
much to devastate the Earth. 

In every arena, we need to look at indus-
trial-scale and systemic violence, not just the 
hands-on violence of the less powerfu1. When 
it comes to climate change, this is particularly 
true. Exxon has decided to bet that we can’t 
make the corporation keep its reserves in the 
ground, and the company is reassuring its 
investors that it will continue to profit off the 
rapid, violent, and intentional destruction of 
the Earth. 

That’s a tired phrase, the destruction of 

the Earth, but translate it into the face of a 
starving child and a barren field-and then 
multiply that a few million times. Or just pic-
ture the tiny bivalves: scallops, oysters, Arctic 
sea snails that can’t form shells in acidifying 
oceans right now. Or another superstorm tear-
ing apart another city. Climate change is glob-
al-scale violence against places and species, as 
well as against human beings. Once we call it 
by name, we can start having a real conversa-
tion about our priorities and values. Because 
the revolt against brutality begins with a revolt 
against the language that hides that brutality.

Rebecca Solnit is a writer, historian, and activist. 
Solnit has authored seventeen books on geography, 
community, art, politics, hope, art, and feminism. She 
has received the Lannan Literary Award and the Nation 
Book Critics Circle Award. 

From Encyclopedia of Trouble and Spaciousness. 
Copyright © 2014 by Rebecca Solnit. Reprinted by 
permission of Trinity University Press. 
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not have been. Less than two months ago I was 
told by two doctors, one female and one male, 
that I would have to have breast surgery, and 
that there was a 60 to 80 percent chance that 
the tumor was malignant. Between that telling 
and the actual surgery, there was a three-week 
period of the agony of an involuntary reor-
ganization of my entire life. The surgery was 

I have come to believe over and over again 
that what is most important to me must 
be spoken, made verbal and shared, even 

at the risk of having it bruised or misunder-
stood. That the speaking profits me, beyond 
any other effect. I am standing here as a Black 
lesbian poet, and the meaning of all that waits 
upon the fact that I am still alive, and might 

The Transformation 
of Silence 

into Action

BY AUDRE LORDE
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women which gave me strength and enabled 
me to scrutinize the essentials of my living. 

The women who sustained me through 
that period were Black and white, old and 
young, lesbian, bisexual, and heterosexual, 
and we all shared a war against the tyrannies 
of silence. They all gave me a strength and 
concern without which I could not have sur-
vived intact. Within those weeks of acute fear 
came the knowledge—within the war we are 
all waging with the forces of death, subtle and 
otherwise, conscious or not—I am not only a 
casualty, I am also a warrior. 

What are the words you do not yet have? 
What do you need to say? What are the tyr-
annies you swallow day by day and attempt 
to make your own, until you will sicken and 
die of them, still in silence? Perhaps for some 
of you here today, I am the face of one of 
your fears. Because I am woman, because I 
am Black, because I am lesbian, because I am 
myself—a Black woman warrior poet doing my 
work—come to ask you, are you doing yours? 

AND OF COURSE I am afraid, because the trans-
formation of silence into language and action 
is an act of self-revelation, and that always 
seems fraught with danger. But my daughter, 
when I told her of our topic and my difficulty 
with it, said, “Tell them about how you’re 
never really a whole person if you remain 
silent, because there’s always that one little 
piece inside you that wants to be spoken out, 
and if you keep ignoring it, it gets madder and 
madder and hotter and hotter, and if you don’t 
speak it out one day it will just up and punch 
you in the mouth from the inside.” 

In the cause of silence, each of us draws 
the face of her own fear—fear of contempt, 
of censure, or some judgment, or recognition, 

completed, and the growth was benign. 
But within those three weeks, I was forced 

to look upon myself and my living with a harsh 
and urgent clarity that has left me still shaken 
but much stronger. This is a situation faced 
by many women, by some of you here today. 
Some of what I experienced during that time 
has helped elucidate for me much of what I 
feel concerning the transformation of silence 
into language and action. 

In becoming forcibly and essentially aware 
of my mortality, and of what I wished and 
wanted for my life, however short it might 
be, priorities and omissions became strongly 
etched in a merciless light, and what I most 
regretted were my silences. Of what had I 
ever been afraid? To question or to speak as 
I believed could have meant pain, or death. 
But we all hurt in so many different ways, all 
the time, and pain will either change or end. 
Death, on the other hand, is the final silence. 
And that might be coming quickly, now, with-
out regard for whether I had ever spoken what 
needed to be said, or had only betrayed myself 
into small silences, while I planned someday 
to speak, or waited for someone else’s words. 
And I began to recognize a source of power 
within myself that comes from the knowledge 
that while it is most desirable not to be afraid, 
learning to put fear into a perspective gave me 
great strength. 

I was going to die, if not sooner then later, 
whether or not I had ever spoken myself. My 
silences had not protected me. Your silence 
will not protect you. But for every real word 
spoken, for every attempt I had ever made to 
speak those truths for which I am still seeking, 
I had made contact with other women while 
we examined the words to fit a world in which 
we all believed, bridging our differences. And 
it was the concern and caring of all those 



39

ph
ot

o:
 Ji

m
 K

ell
y

of challenge, of annihilation. But most of all, 
I think, we fear the visibility without which 
we cannot truly live. Within this country 
where racial difference creates a constant, if 
unspoken, distortion of vision, Black women 
have on one hand always been highly visible, 
and so, on the other hand, have been rendered 
invisible through the depersonalization of rac-
ism. Even within the women’s movement, we 
have had to fight, and still do, for that very vis-
ibility which also renders us most vulnerable, 
our Blackness. For to survive in the mouth of 
this dragon we call America, we have had to 
learn this first and most vital lesson—that we 
were never meant to survive. Not as human 
beings. And neither were most of you here 
today, Black or not. And that visibility which 
makes us most vulnerable is that which also 
is the source of our greatest strength. Because 
the machine will try to grind you into dust 
anyway, whether or not we speak. We can sit 
in our corners mute forever while our sisters 
and our selves are wasted, while our children 
are distorted and destroyed, while our earth is 
poisoned; we can sit in our safe corners mute 
as bottles, and we will still be no less afraid. 

In my house this year we are celebrating 
the feast of Kwanza, the African-American 
festival of harvest which begins the day after 
Christmas and lasts for seven days. There are 
seven principles of Kwanza, one for each day. 
The first principle is Umoja, which means 
unity, the decision to strive for and maintain 
unity in self and community. The principle for 
yesterday, the second day, was Kujichagulia—
self-determination—the decision to define 
ourselves, name ourselves, and speak for our-
selves, instead of being defined and spoken for 
by others. Today is the third day of Kwanza, 
and the principle for today is Ujima—collec-
tive work and responsibility—the decision to 

build and maintain ourselves and our commu-
nities together and to recognize and solve our 
problems together. 

Each of us is here now because in one way 
or another we share a commitment to lan-
guage and to the power of language, and to the 
reclaiming of that language which has been 
made to work against us. In the transformation 
of silence into language and action, it is vitally 
necessary for each one of us to establish or 
examine her function in that transformation 
and to recognize her role as vital within that 
transformation. 

For those of us who write, it is necessary to 
scrutinize not only the truth of what we speak, 
but the truth of that language by which we 
speak it. For others, it is to share anq spread 
also those words that are meaningful to us. 
But primarily for us all, it is necessary to teach 
by living and speaking those truths which 
we believe and know beyond understanding. 
Because in this way alone we can survive, by 
taking part in a process of life that is creative 
and continuing, that is growth. 

And it is never without fear—of visibil-
ity, of the harsh light of scrutiny and perhaps 
judgment, of pain, of death. But we have lived 
through all of those already, in silence, except 
death. And I remind myself all the time now 
that if I were to have been born mute, or had 
maintained an oath of silence my whole life 
long for safety, I would still have suffered, and 
I would still die. It is very good for establishing 
perspective. 

And where the words of women are crying 
to be heard, we must each of us recognize our 
responsibility to seek those words out, to read 
them and share them and examine them in 
their pertinence to our lives. That we not hide 
behind the mockeries of separations that have 
been imposed upon us and which so often we 
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accept as our own. For instance, “I 
can’t possibly teach Black women’s 
writing—their experience is so differ-
ent from mine.” Yet how many years 
have you spent teaching Plato and 
Shakespeare and Proust? Or another, 
“She’s a white woman and what could 
she possibly have to say to me?” Or, 
“She’s a lesbian, what would my hus-
band say, or my chairman?” Or again, 
“This woman writes of her sons and I 
have no children.” And all the other 
endless ways in which we rob ourselves 
of ourselves and ach other. 

We can learn to work and speak 
when we are afraid in the same way we 
have learned to work and speak when 
we are tired. For we have been social-
ized to respect fear more than our own 
needs for language and definition, and 
while we wait in silence for that final 
luxury of fearlessness, the weight of 
that silence will choke us. 

The fact that we are here and that 
I speak these words is an attempt to 
break that silence and bridge some of 
those differences between us, for it is 
not difference which immobilizes us, 
but silence. And there are so many 
silences to be broken.  

Audre Lorde (1934-1992) was a Caribbean-
American writer, radical feminist, womanist, 
lesbian, and civil rights activist.  

From Sister Outsider by Audre Lorde. 
Copyright © by Audre Lorde. Reprinted 
by permission of  Crossing Press. 
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I’ll tell you a story. Four years ago I sat at 
the end of my bed at 3 in the morning, 
in tears, furious, frightened, exhausted, 

as drained and hopeless as I have ever been 
in this bruised and blessed world, at the very 
end of the end of my rope, and She spoke to 
me. I know it was Her. I have no words with 
which to tell you how sure I am that it was the 
Mother. Trust me.

Let it go, She said. 
The words were clear, unambiguous, crisp, 

unadorned. They appeared whole and gentle 
and adamant in my mind, more clearly than 
if they had somehow been spoken in the dark 
salt of the room. I have never had words deliv-
ered to me so clearly and powerfully and yet so 
gently and patiently, never. 

Let it go.

I did all the things you would do in that 
situation. I sat bolt upright. I looked around 
me. I listened for more words. I looked out the 
window to see if someone was standing in the 
garden talking to me through the window. I 
wondered for a second if my wife or children 
had spoken in their sleep. I waited for Her to 
say something more. She didn’t speak again. 
The words hung sizzling in my mind for a long 
time and then faded. It’s hard to explain. It’s 
like they were lit and then the power slowly 
ebbed. 

Let it go. 
She knew how close I was to absolute utter 

despair, to a sort of madness, to a country in 

which many sweet and holy things would be 
broken, and She reached for me and cupped 
me in Her hand and spoke into the me of me 
and I will never forget Her voice until the day 
I die. I think about it every day. I hold those 
words close and turn them over and over and 
look at them in every light and from every 
angle. 

FOR MORE THAN A YEAR I told no one about 
this, not even my wife whom I love dearly and 
who has a heart bigger than a star, but then I 
told two friends, and I told them because they 
told me that they too had been Spoken to in 
moments of great darkness. A clan of the con-
soled, and there must be millions of us. 

Billions. 

We say a great deal about the Mother. We 
speak of her in Mass, in schools, in magazines 
and newspapers and newsletters and bulle-
tins, in seminaries and schools, colleges and 
websites, and we know nothing of Whom 
we speak. All we know is a handful of stories 
from 2,000 years ago, shreds and shards, tat-
tered threads from what must have been even 
then an unimaginable fabric. Miriam, she was 
named, and She lived, married, Bore Him, 
endured, wept over His icy corpse, died. When 
She died Her body rose into the heavens and 
vanished from earthly view. 

But I tell you that She spoke to me one 
cold wet night in western Oregon, and Her 
words are burned on my heart as if She 

The words appeared whole and gentle and adamant in my mind, more clearly 
than if they had somehow been spoken in the dark salt of the room.
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reached down with a finger like a sweet razor 
and traced them there at 3 in the morning, 
and I cannot explain how Her words changed 
everything and how there was the first part 
of my life and now there is the part after She 
spoke to me. 

Let it go. 
I still have a job and kids and my mysteri-

ous wife and a bad back and a nasal mutter 
and too many bills, nothing’s changed out-
wardly, I didn’t drop everything and hit the 
road hunched over in mooing prayer and 
song, and there are still all sorts of things 
quietly muddled and loudly screeching in my 
life, but something astonishing happened to 
me four years ago and it changed everything. 
Something broke and something healed, 
something so deep and joyous that I cannot 
find words for it, hard as I try. 

We say a great deal about the Mother and 
we know nothing of Whom we speak. That 
is what I want to say to you. But She knows 
us. Trust me when I say that I know this to be 
true. Whatever else you hear today, whatever 
else you read, whatever else happens in your 
life, whatever way your heart is bruised and 
elevated today, remember that. 

Brian Doyle is an author, poet, and editor of 
Portland Magazine at the University of Portland. 
Doyle wrote Leaping Revelations and Epiphanies 
and A Shimmer of Something: Lean Stories of 
Spiritual Substance. 

From The Best Spiritual Writing 2013 – Let t Go. 
Copyright © 2012 by Philip Zaleski. Re-printed by 
permission of Brian Doyle. 
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The Mute Story of November
BY MAGGIE NELSON

Living as if every moment announced a beloved
and it does

Then the bleeding-off

Maybe you are the sea to me, or me to you
A reasonable enough supposition

Can’t you see, I’m busy
triangulating

Gingko leaves at my feet
A flood of questing yellow

They say that everything that is growing
will stop growing soon, maybe

this weekend, the first deep freeze
The season of falling

will give way to the season
of brittle upturned sticks

Who cares, it’s all equally gorgeous
and last night, a lunar eclipse

Immaculate white moving in and out
of a rusty red rind, I pulled

a sheet of Plexiglas over
the hole in the roof

so I could watch it from inside the boat
The boat from which we ride the sky

Nothing can go wrong, do you understand
Nothing can ever go wrong

This is what happens when you cease
your management
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The blue and gold of the morning
just appear on the sidewalk, ongoing drift

of garbage, a tire is good to sit in
A window pane may flake in the wind

The mute story of November

I don’t even have to steal
your words, you give them to me for free

So strange to know that you can and cannot hurt me
My heart just can’t break any more, now that

it has changed substance, is full
of fluid and fire and air and turning

like a little wheel in its broth

And I can and cannot hurt you either, now that
I am utterly virginal, preposterous

as that may sound, it’s also true
Sometimes you get to start anew

The pages of my book wet and limpid

with tea, on a Sunday, the spidery plants

reaching haphazardly in all directions
from their dilapidated mobile, it’s part

of the magic here, and the painted green
cement floor. What part of this autonomy

am I not supposed to like?; I too have been
much lonelier. Maybe in eleven rooms

you’ll find some sort of home, or base, it’s like
there’s this enormous surplus of feelings and/or words

and we prick at the tarp, letting little pinwheels of light come in
but never really touching the source
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So little time, really, we’ve eaten some food, slept badly
swam in jumbled waters, very little coming

I don’t even know you, shadowed by the knowing
The knowing that has nothing to do

with life-stories, their wicked specificity
Sometimes my speech moves so fast inside me  

before it hatches, and I know I’m about to flop over
into tongues, but I don’t care: this is the speed

at which I run, and you run fast, too, so I let you
touch me with one hand while the other steers a car

through midtown Manhattan, it’s almost as if
none of this has ever happened, it just shines

then gets enclosed in an envelope decorated with faded blue stamps
from the Belgian Congo. It’s such a relief

when tears come from the cold, like yesterday
on River Street, all the men lined up in their idling cars

by the power plant, what are they waiting for?
With all due humility, I have to say

I know it now, or it knows me
the peace-feeling

that stays even as the body races and pants
above or along it, when the team suddenly does

a jazz square in unison, when a dream repeals
an impediment overnight, when the whole world

The whole world is strobing

“The Mute Story of November” from Something Bright, Then Holes. Copyright © 2007 by Maggie 
Nelson. Reprinted by permission of Soft Skull Press.
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Crazy Horse said we live in the shadow 
of the real world and we really do. The 
coherency of our future depends upon 

us knowing who we are—and truly under-
standing who we are—because our relation-
ship to reality and our relationship to power is 
based upon that understanding. Today we live 
in an industrial society and this technologi-

cal perception of reality, this shadow world, 
presents a serious crisis: it is a reality where we 
don’t remember who we are, so therefore we 
don’t know who we are, we speak a language 
we don’t understand and because of this, we 
don’t know where we are. We are part of an 
evolutionary reality but part of the purpose of 
this technological civilization is to erase our 

Crazy Horse, We Hear What You Say
BY JOHN TRUDELL
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memories and erase our identities. 
Growing up, I lived between two worlds, 

the Native and the non-Native, and in this 
day and age I think they are both part illu-
sion and part reality. When I moved between 
the reservation and off the reservation, some 
things were more real to me in my Native 
world than they were in the non-Native 

world; things of the human essence; and this 
relates to our overall perception and how our 
perceptional reality is altered. We now live in 
a time when it’s harder to know who we are 
and so it’s harder to understand our purpose, 
meaning that the real problem is the erasure 
of our identities. Genocide erases identities; 
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reality. 
We are this form of the earth and we 

have ‘being’ and we have to understand that 
because that’s our relationship to the reality 
of power. As human beings we are part of an 
ancestral lineage—our DNA comes through 
the millennia—so our relationship to power is 
in the earth because that’s where we physically 
come from, and our relationship to power is 
in that DNA ancestral lineage because that’s 
where the ‘being’ part of us has been all this 
time. Our relationship to reality is in that; 
that’s who we are; and all of the programing 
that has taken place has been to erase that 
identity. 

We all share a common collective experi-
ence: we are all the descendants of tribes. 
Back in the time of the original dreams we 
were all members of tribes and we were all 
the earth’s children and we all knew that the 
earth was our mother. We were part of a spiri-
tual reality. We were physical in a spiritual 
reality. Whoever we are today, we carry the 
genetic experience of our lineage from the 
very beginning, encoded within our DNA. It’s 
like our genetic memory and somewhere hid-
den in there we all come from a people that 
understood that we lived in a spiritual reality 
and because of that realization everyone of 
our beginning ancestral peoples understood 
that life was about responsibility; so we were 
responsible for the past and the future as well 
as the present. So we knew who we were, we 
understood what we were saying, we knew 
where we were and we knew our purpose, and 
this reality lives in our genetic memories. The 
purpose of technology is to erase our realities 
and make us powerless but ancestral power is 
real. 

This technological perception of reality is 
like a disease and as it spreads it infects the 
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all technological reality does. If we truly rec-
ognized who we are, this society we exist in 
and the way we live would be different. We 
all live on a reservation now, an industrial 
reservation that stretches across the world, 
and the alienation you can find in extreme 
forms on an Indian reservation—the loneli-
ness, alcoholism, drug abuse and violence—is 
being replicated more and more throughout 
industrial society. 

Severing our relationship to power contin-
ues to be the objective; to cloud our coherency 
and shroud our intelligence in the percep-
tional reality of this shadow world. But our 
relationship to power and reality is remember-
ing and understanding who we are—we are 
the Human Beings. We know how to say the 
terms because they programed them to us, 
just as we’ve been programed to seek answers 
and not understanding, like we’re programed 
to believe rather than to know. So this goes 
back to our identity: it’s crucial that we know 
who we are—we’re the Human Beings, we are 
shapes of the earth—and our relationship to 
reality is in that definition. 

Our physical reality, our form—the bone, 
flesh and blood—is made up of the metals, 
minerals and liquids of the earth. The DNA 
of the human is literally made up of the met-
als, minerals and liquids of the earth. All of 
the things of the earth have the same DNA 
as the human does; everything is made up of 
the same metals, minerals and liquids of the 
earth but the shape is different and the pur-
pose is different. We have ‘being’, which is our 
essence, our spirit, and all of the things of the 
earth have the same DNA, so all of the things 
of the earth have ‘being’ and spirit. Nothing 
will ever change that reality, but what has 
changed is our perceptional relationship to 
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spirit of the people and it affects our percep-
tion of reality. Separating everybody from any 
ancestral understanding and teachings, and 
erasing our identities, severed us from our 
spiritual power and I think that is one of the 
principal reasons why people feel powerless, 
because that power is being diverted over into 
something else. We live in a reality where we 
understand that uranium can be taken out of 
the earth and put through a mining process 
that converts the ‘being’ part of uranium, that 
DNA, into a mutation of power that is called 
energy; electrical energy that can be con-
trolled by man; and we recognize that a con-
sequence of that mining process is toxic waste. 
We know they do it with fossil fuels; they 
take that dinosaur DNA out of the ground, 
put it through a mining process and convert 
it into gasoline, which is then converted into 
another electrical energy system that leaves 
behind its pollution. And what I’m saying is 
that they are doing this to us. They are min-
ing the ‘being’ part of the human through our 
intelligence. 

This technological civilization is predatory 
upon our lives. Today, how many people feel 
that something is missing from their lives, like 
purpose or understanding or self-worth? The 
‘being’ speaks to the human through feelings 
and the way most people feel is powerless 
because the ‘being’ part of human is being 
mined and converted into a form of mutated 
power called energy that is used to run the 
authoritarian, material, technological systems 
of this industrial society. We’re the gasoline 
that runs it just like the dinosaur runs the 
internal combustion engine. And the pollu-
tion that is left from mining the ‘being’ part 
of human is every doubt, fear and insecurity 
that we have and that pollution keeps us from 
seeing clearly and so every thought becomes 

reactive; a reaction to this haze. 
Everybody is indigenous to the planet. 

We’re indigenous to different land bases and 
our DNA physically comes from those land 
bases and somewhere in each and everyone of 
us there is a collective genetic memory that 
goes back to the beginning of the original 
dream—to the origin of our stories—and our 
relationship to power and reality is connected 
to us understanding that, but we are in a tech-
nological perception of reality that does not 
want us to understand that. If we understand 
that we’re the human beings we’ll know that 
we’re physical entities in a spiritual reality and 
our purpose is to perpetuate and maintain that 
spiritual reality. And the spiritual reality of 
life is about responsibility. The gift we’ve been 
given to protect ourselves as humans is our 
intelligence. Our intelligence is our medicine. 
We were not put here, defenseless, to be eaten 
up by this mining process. This mining process 
takes place through our intelligence, so if we 
understand the value and power of our intel-
ligence we can influence our evolution.

To me, the mining process is the colonizer’s 
civilizing process. This predatory behavior 
pattern never really changes, it just outlasts 
the generations so after five generations have 
passed the behavior pattern can be as preda-
tory as it ever was because after that long, who 
is going to remember what was there before? 
This is why it is important for them to sepa-
rate us from our ancestral power, and in order 
for this to continue they have to neutralize our 
intelligence by creating this confusion in our 
perceptional reality. Going way back, at some 
point in the evolution of the human beings, 
this other perception of reality appeared that 
took the spirit away from the animals; from 
nature and the elements; and started chang-
ing spirit into human form, the gods and god-
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desses. With the coming of industrialization, 
the way many people prayed changed and 
religion emerged and became a mining tool for 
the technological reality that was manifesting 
itself through industrialization. 

All human beings want to know where 
they come from, where they’re going, and 
what their purpose is, so you have to go there, 
to the very beginnings and the heart of the 
spiritual realities, to possess them. So the ‘God 
idea’ emerged—a god removed from the earth 
who owned everything because he made it—
and at that point in our common collective 
ancestral memory, every one of our relations 
rejected this concept because the earth was 
the mother and the sky was the father and 
balance was maintained; the Great Spirit. As 
long as the human beings considered them-
selves to be children of the earth and a part of 
the earth they would not plunder the earth, so 
their perception of reality had to be changed; 
they had to be turned against the earth. They 
had to be turned against their mother to 
promote the ‘male God’ theory in which all 
spiritual value is removed from the earth; so 
the earth isn’t your mother anymore, the earth 
is the dominion and property of this new god 
and you are to subdue it. That’s a completely 
different perception of reality, going from car-
ing to dominance—that the earth is no lon-
ger your mother—the land is something you 
claim, subdue and possess. 

John Trudell is an acclaimed poet, national record-
ing artist, actor and activist, and has served as the 
chairman of the American Indian Movement. Trudell 
began recording his poetry to traditional Native music  
in 1982. In addition to his music career, Trudell has 
played roles in a number of feature films, including a 
major part in Sherman Alexie’s Smoke Signal. 
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be underrated. But in the special 
context of the Noble Eightfold Path 
ethical principles are subordinate 
to the path’s governing goal, final 
deliverance from suffering.

The first of this triad of path factors is 
Right Speech. Speech is such a powerful 
influence in our lives because we speak a 
lot. Speech conditions our relationships, 
conditions our minds and hearts, and con-
ditions karmic consequences in the future. 

THE MOST BASIC aspect of Right Speech is 
truthfulness, refraining from saying that 
which is untrue. Although this principle 
seems so obvious and straightforward, it 
may not be as easy to practice as we assume. 
There are many kinds of false speech, from 
slight exaggerations and humorous untruths 
to falsehoods whose motivation might be 
self-protection or the protection of others. 
Sometimes deliberate lies are spoken with 
the malicious intent of causing divisive-
ness and harm. It’s interesting that during 
political elections, we now have programs 
devoted to fact-checking, to noting when 
candidates are saying things that are patent-
ly false. 

In any situation where we say what is 
untrue, what is the motivation? Is it greed 
for something, a desire for recognition or 
self-aggrandizement? Is it a fear of rejection 
or jealousy? Telling untruths becomes very 
complicated. After we tell one lie, we then 

Having established ourselves to some 
degree in Right View, and hav-
ing cultivated the discernment 

and practice of Right Thought, we can 
explore what the Buddha lays out as the 
consequences of these in how we live our 
lives. These are the next three steps of 
the Eightfold Path: Right Speech, Right 
Action, and Right Livelihood. 

As we examine our commitment to 
awakening, we might notice a tendency to 
make these steps lesser endeavors, not quite 
on the same level as our meditation prac-
tice. But if we hold these steps in this way, 
we are fragmenting our lives and weakening 
essential elements of the Path. Seven of 
the ten unwholesome actions the Buddha 
said to avoid are purified by these three 
steps of the Path. Each one requires mind-
ful attention, and together they become 
the foundation for deepening concentration 
and wisdom. 

Bhikkhu Bodhi emphasizes this point in 
his book The Noble Eightfold Path: 

Though the principles laid down 
in  this section restrain immoral 
actions and promote good conduct, 
their ultimate purpose is not so 
much ethical as spiritual. They are 
not prescribed merely as guides to 
action, but primarily as aids to men-
tal purification. As a necessary mea-
sure for human well being, ethics has 
its own justification in the Buddha’s 
teaching, and its importance cannot 

Right Speech
BY JOSEPH GOLDSTEIN
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need to tell other lies to bolster the first, 
and then we need to remember them all. 
Mark Twain pointed this out when he 
said, “If you tell the truth you don’t have 
to remember anything.” 

Lying is a great corrosive force both in 
our relationships and in society. It under-
mines our ability to trust. The German 
philosopher Nietzsche highlighted this 
when he wrote, ‘’I’m not upset that you 
lied to me. I’m upset that from now on 
I can’t believe you.” The Buddha spoke 
very bluntly against lying: 

Thus one should never knowingly 
speak a lie, either for the sake of one’s 
own advantage, or for the sake of 
another person’s advantage, or for the 
sake of any advantage whatsoever

In the Bodhisattva’s long journey to 
Buddhahood he committed many mis-
deeds, at different times breaking one or 
another of the precepts. But it’s said that 
in all that time he never knowingly spoke 
an untruth, so central is truthfulness to 
the path of awakening. We can reflect on 
this as an inspiration for our own com-
mitment to truthfulness in our lives. 

But what seems so simple can be 
surprisingly difficult. Sometimes little 
lies just seem to tumble out. During 
one three-month retreat at the Insight 
Meditation Society, a staff member was 
getting something out of the big walk-in 
refrigerator. On opening the door, he saw 
a meditator inside the walk-in taking a 
handful of dates. When the staff person 
asked if he could help, the meditator 
said, “Oh, I’m just looking for the main-
tenance person.” 
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There might also be lies of omission, 
where we cover or withhold something of 
critical importance. As the poet Adrienne 
Rich wrote, “Lying is done with words and 
also with silence.” We might also operate 
under the illusion that we would never lie, 
in any form, and this could make it harder 
to see or acknowledge lying when we do. 

I had one very powerful, painful, and 
ultimately freeing experience in my practice 
with Sayadaw U Pandita. In one interview 
during my first retreat with him, in 1984, 

I was caught up in some idea of where my 
practice was, and I presented my experience 
in the light of this idea. When I finished 
my report, Sayadaw just looked at me and 
said, “That isn’t true.” I was devastated 
by the truth of his comment, and it took 
me many days to recover my equilibrium. 
When I finally worked through all the feel-
ings of shame and self-judgment, I came to 
the place of recognizing, “Yes, my mind can 
dissemble.” There was a great freedom in 
that recognition, a letting go of the previ-
ously unnoticed pretense that I would never 
tell a lie, particularly to my teacher. When 
we’re willing to see ourselves more honestly, 
it becomes much easier to recognize those 
impulses, which gives us more opportunity 
to refrain from them. 

Truthfulness as the first aspect of Right 
Speech has profound implications. Our 

goal in practice is to see what is true and 
to live in accordance with it. As Bhikkhu 
Bodhi observes in The Noble Eightfold Path, 
“Truthful speech establishes a correspon-
dence between our Inner being and the real 
nature of phenomena .... Thus, much more 
than an ethical principle, devotion to truth-
ful speech is a matter of taking Our stand on 
reality rather than illusion ...”

The Buddha expressed the overriding 
importance of truthful speech in a conver-
sation he had with his young son, Rahula, 
who was a novice monk at the time. The 

Buddha pointed to a bowl with a little 
water at the bottom of it, saying so little is 
the spiritual achievement of one who is not 
afraid to tell a deliberate lie. The Buddha 
then spoke in a similar way about the water 
being thrown away and the bowl empty. 
Finally, the Buddha turned the bowl upside 
down and said, “Do you see, Rahula, how 
this bowl has been turned upside down? In 
the same way, one who tells a deliberate 
lie turns his spiritual achievements upside 
down and becomes incapable of progress. 
Therefore one should not speak a deliberate 
lie, even in jest.” 

Given this emphasis on truthfulness of 
speech, it’s helpful to sensitize ourselves to 
even small falsehoods. Mindfulness can be 
like a warning bell that goes off to remind us 
“this isn’t true,” and in that moment we can 
then realign ourselves with Right Speech. 
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There was a great freedom in that recognition, a letting go of the previ-
ously unnoticed pretense that I would never tell a lie, particularly to my 
teacher. 
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THE SECOND ASPECT of this step of the 
Eightfold Path is refraining from speech 
that is slander, gossip, and backbiting. 
These types of speech cause disharmony 
and loss of friends. The Buddha gave very 
explicit advice in this regard: 

What he has heard here he does not 
repeat there, so as to cause dissension 
there; and what he has heard there he 
does not repeat here, so as to cause dis-
sension here. Thus he unites those who 
are divided; and those who are united he 
encourages. Concord gladdens him, he 
delights and rejoices in concord; and it 
is concord that he spreads by his words.

But given the strong tendency to gossip 
about others, a question arises about why 
we find it so enjoyable. When we’re gos-
siping, does it reaffirm some sense of self? 
Is there some ego gratification? Soon after 
I began teaching, someone interviewed me 
for a book about spiritual practices in the 
West. He was a very skillful interviewer, and 
I was somewhat flattered that he was inter-
ested to know what I thought about various 
teachers. Fortunately, mindfulness came to 
the fore, and I remembered these teachings 
on Right Speech. When the book came out 
with everything I had said in the interview, 
I was so grateful that I had refrained from 
this kind of gossip. 

I first became interested in Buddhism 
when, as a Peace Corps volunteer in 
Thailand, I conducted an experiment that 
proved very revealing. I decided that for a 
period of some months, I would not speak 
about a third person; I would not speak 

to someone about someone else. There 
were some striking results. First, a large 
percentage of my speech was eliminated. 
I was surprised to realize how much of my 
speech revolved around this kind of talk. 
Second, as I stopped verbalizing my vari-
ous thoughts, comments, and judgments of 
other people, I saw that my mind became 
much less judgmental, even about myself. 
This care with speech resulted in a much 
more peaceful mind. 

But even if we loosen the parameters a 
bit, we can still take great care when we’re 
speaking of other people. Is it our intention 
to divide or to bring people together? Just 
paying attention to this one question would 
change our lives. 

On another level, our speech may also 
be a kind of gossip about ourselves. Is our 
talk overly self-referential, always bringing 
the conversation back to ourselves? If this 
is the case, it would be insightful to explore 
the motivation. Or we might have the 
opposite conditioning; rather than always 
taking center stage, we might obsessively 
stay behind the scenes, hardly ever giving 
voice to our thoughts and feelings. In a 
less obvious way, this type of speech too is 
a manifestation of conceit. Speech can be 
such a powerful mirror for our motivations, 
both wholesome and unwholesome. When 
we have the interest and alertness to look 
at it, we see that speech is a mirror of our 
minds. 

THE THIRD ASPECT of Right Speech has to do 
with the emotional tone in our minds and 
hearts, and how it conditions and flavors 
the words we use. The practice of this step 
on the Path is refraining from harsh, angry, 
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and abusive speech. As the Buddha said, 
“One should speak such words as are gentle, 
soothing to the ear, loving, such words as 
go to the heart, are courteous, friendly, and 
agreeable to many.” 

We need to be conscious of the energy 
behind our words. How do we feel when 
angry words are directed at us? We prob-
ably would feel hurt or defensive, and often 

our own anger arises in response. Anger is 
not the best environment for open com-
munication, and at. its most basic level, 
open communication is what Right Speech 
is all about. The intent here is not to sup-
press whatever feelings We may have, but 
to communicate them in a way that fosters 
connection rather than divisiveness. 
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‘Bhikkhus, there are five courses of 
speech that others may use when they 
address you: their speech may be timely 
or untimely, true or untrue, gentle or 
harsh, connected with good or with 
harm, or spoken with a mind of loving-
kindness or with inner hate.... Herein, 
Bhikkhus, you should train yourself thus: 
‘Our minds will remain unaffected, and 
we shall utter no evil words; we shall 
abide compassionate for their welfare, 
with a mind of lovingkindness.... We 
shall abide pervading that person with a 
mind imbued with lovingkindness; and 
starting with him, we shall abide pervad-
ing the all-encompassing world with a 
mind ... abundant, exalted, immeasur-
able, without hostility, without ill will.’

Listening with compassion and lovingkind-
ness even when harsh or untrue words are 
addressed to us is a tremendously challeng-
ing aspect of mindfulness, and it is a good 
example of what it means to be mindful 
externally as well as internally. Although 
such listening may seem very difficult to 
accomplish, in fact, many parents demon-
strate it easily with their young children. 
Children, in moments of frustration or 
upset, will yell at their parents, “I hate you.” 
And yet, for many parents, at least much 
of the time, the response remains loving.
This practice would transform the world if 
people would begin to apply it throughout 
their lives. 

THE LAST ASPECT of Right Speech is refraining 
from useless or frivolous talk. The Pali word 
for this type of speech is a good example of 
onomatopoeia–that is, it sounds just like 
what it is–samphappalapa. We see this kind 

RIGHT SPEECH ALSO has implications for how 
we listen. The Buddha outlined a practice 
for staying mindful of how another person 
is addressing us, without getting caught up 
in our own reactivity. And even more than 
that, he enjoins us to abide compassionate 
for their welfare, with a mind of lovingkind-
ness: 



60

of speech very often in social situations, 
where we say things just to be heard, rather 
than for any meaningful purpose. When 
we pay attention to this tendency, we find 
that these rather useless words are enervat-
ing and worthless. Over time, this kind of 
speech often results in an unspoken loss of 
respect from others. When we stop to con-
sider these social interactions, don’t we find 
that we hold in high regard those people 
whose speech is both kind and useful? 

The Buddha expressed it this way: 

One speaks at the right time, in accor-
dance with facts, speaks what is useful, 
speaks of the Dhamma ... one’s speech 
is like a treasure, uttered at the right 
moment, accompanied by reason, moder-
ate and full of sense.

Here, the Buddha is speaking to the monas-
tic community and so suggests guidelines 
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when I’m with friends or family and I see 
the impulse to say something completely 
useless, I’ve found it tremendously helpful 
and strengthening for mindfulness and wise 
attention to refrain from doing so. Such 
restraint feels like a little victory over Mãra.

Because Right Speech is such a powerful 
part of our practice, we can understand why 
the Buddha gave so much emphasis to it. 
Right Speech, as the third step of the Noble 
Eightfold Path, cultivates abstinence from 
unwholesome mind states; gives expression 
to the beautiful motivations of lovingkind-
ness, compassion, and altruistic joy; and, 
most importantly, aligns us with what is 
true. 

”Bhikkhus, possessing five factors, 
speech is well spoken, not badly spoken; 
it is blameless and beyond reproach by 
the wise. What five? It is spoken at the 
proper time; what is said is true; it is spo-
ken gently; what is said is beneficial; it is 
spoken with a mind of lovingkindness.”

Joseph Goldstein is one of the first American vipas-
sana teachers who co-founded the Insight Meditation 
Society in 1975 where he is a resident guiding 
teacher and also helped establish the Barre Center 
for Buddhist Studies in 1989. Goldstein has written 
a number of contemporary books on Buddhism.

From Mindfulness: A Practical Guide to Awakening. 
Copyright © 2013 by Joseph Goldstein. Reprinted 
by permission of Sounds True Inc. 

appropriate to that situation. 
Bhikkhu Bodhi, in The Noble Eightfold 

Path, expands on these suggestions with 
regard to laypeople, acknowledging that 
laypeople will have more need for affection-
ate small talk with friends and family, polite 
conversation with acquaintances, and talk 
in connection with their work. But even 
with this more-expanded understanding of 
Right Speech, there is great room for the 
restraint of samphappalapa. As a practice, 
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FROM Citizen: 
An American Lyric

BY CLAUDIA RANKINE
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FROM Citizen: 
An American Lyric

BY CLAUDIA RANKINE

When you are alone and too tired 
even to turn on any of your 
devices, you let yourself linger in 

a past stacked among your pillows. Usually 
you are nestled under blankets and the 
house is empty. Sometimes the moon is 
missing and beyond the windows the low, 
gray ceiling seems approachable. Its dark 
light dims in degrees depending on the 
density of clouds and you fall back into that 
which gets reconstructed as metaphor. 

The route is often associative. You smell 
good. You are twelve attending Sts. Philip 
and James School on White Plains Road 
and the girl sitting in the seat behind asks 
you to lean to the right during exams so 
she can copy what you have written. Sister 
Evelyn is in the habit of taping the 100s 
and the failing grades to the coat closet 
doors. The girl is Catholic with waist-
length brown hair. You can’t remember her 
name: Mary? Catherine? 

•

YOU NEVER REALLY SPEAK except for the time 
she makes her request and later when she 
tells you you smell good and have features 
more like a white person. You assume she 
thinks she is thanking you for letting her 
cheat and feels better cheating from an 
almost white person. 

Sister Evelyn never figures out your 
arrangement perhaps because you never 
turn around to copy Mary Catherine’s 
answers. Sister Evelyn must think these two 
girls think a lot alike or she cares less about 
cheating and more about humiliation or she 
never actually saw you sitting there. 
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•

CERTAIN MOMENTS SEND adrenaline to the 
heart, dry out the tongue, and clog the 
lungs. Like thunder they drown you in 
sound, no, like lightning they strike you 
across the larynx. Cough. After it happened 
I was at a loss for words. Haven’t you said 
this yourself? Haven’t you said this to a close 
friend who early in your friendship, when 
distracted, would call you by the name of 
her black housekeeper? You assumed you 
two were the only black people in her life. 
Eventually she stopped doing this, though 
she never acknowledged her slippage. And 
you never called her on it (why not?) and 
yet, you don’t forget. If this were a domestic 
tragedy, and it might well be, this would be 
your fatal flaw-your memory, vessel of your 
feelings. Do you feel hurt because it’s the 
“all black people look the same” moment, 
or because you are being confused with 
another after being so close to this other?

•

AN UNSETTLED FEELING keeps the body front 
and center. The wrong words enter your 
day like a bad egg in your mouth and puke 
runs down your blouse, a dampness draw-
ing your stomach in toward your rib cage. 
When you look around only you remain. 
Your own disgust at what you smell, what 
you feel, doesn’t bring you to your feet, not 
right away, because gathering energy has 
become its own task, needing its own argu-
ment. You are reminded of a conversation 
you had recently, comparing the merits of 

sentences constructed implicitly with “yes, 
and” rather than “yes, but.” You and your 
friend decided that “yes, and” attested to a 
life with no turn-off, no alternative routes: 
you pull yourself to standing, soon enough 
the blouse is rinsed, it’s another week, the 
blouse is beneath your sweater, against your 
skin, and you smell good.

•

THE RAIN THIS MORNING pours from the gut-
ters and everywhere else it is lost in the 
trees. You need your glasses to single out 
what you know is there because doubt is 
inexorable; you put on your glasses. The 
trees, their bark, their leaves, even the dead 
ones, are more vibrant wet. Yes, and it’s 
raining. Each moment is like this—before 
it can be known, categorized as similar to 
another thing and dismissed, it has to be 
experienced, it has to be seen. What did he 
just say? Did she really just say that? Did 
I hear what I think I heard? Did that just 
come out of my mouth, his mouth, your 
mouth? The moment stinks. Still you want 
to stop looking at the trees. You want to 
walk out and stand among them. And as 
light as the rain seems, it still rains down 
on you. 

•

YOU ARE IN THE DARK, in the car, watching 
the black-tarred street being swallowed by 
speed ; he tells you his dean is making him 
hire a person of color when there are so 
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many great writers out there. 
You think maybe this is an experiment 

and you are being tested or retroactively 
insulted or you have done something that 
communicates this is an okay conversation 
to be having. 

Why do you feel comfortable saying this 
to me? You wish the light would turn red or 
a police siren would go off so you could slam 

on the brakes, slam into the car ahead of 
you, fly forward so quickly both your faces 
would suddenly be exposed to the wind. 

As usual you drive straight through the 
moment with the expected backing off of 
what was previously said. It is not only 
that confrontation is headache-producing; 
it is also that you have a destination that 
doesn’t include acting like this moment 
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isn’t inhabitable, hasn’t happened before, 
and the before isn’t part of the now as 
the night darkens and the time shortens 
between where we are and where we are 
going.

When you arrive in your driveway and 
turn off the car, you remain behind the 
wheel another ten minutes. You fear the 
night is being locked in and coded on a 
cellular level and want time to function 
as a power wash. Sitting there staring at 
the closed garage door you are reminded 

that a friend once told you there exists the 
medical term–John Henryism–for people 
exposed to stresses stemming from racism. 
They achieve themselves to death trying 
to dodge the buildup of erasure. Sherman 
James, the researcher who came up with the 
term, claimed the physiological costs were 
high. You hope by sitting in silence you are 
bucking the trend.

•
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between the “historical self” and the “self 
self.” By this she means you mostly interact 
as friends with mutual interest and, for the 
most part, compatible personalities; how-
ever, sometimes your historical selves, her 
white self and your black self, or your white 
self and her black self, arrive with the full 
force of your American positioning. Then 
you are standing face-to-face in seconds 
that wipe the affable smiles right from your 
mouths. What did you say? Instantaneously 
your attachment seems fragile, tenuous, 
subject to any transgression of your histori-
cal self. And though your joined personal 
histories are supposed to save you from mis-
understandings, they usually cause you to 
understand all too well what is meant. 

•

YOU AND YOUR PARTNER go to see the film 
The House We Live In. You ask a friend to 
pick up your child from school. On your way 
home your phone rings. Your neighbor tells 
you he is standing at his window watch-
ing a menacing black guy casing both your 
homes. The guy is walking back and forth 
talking to himself and seems disturbed. 

You tell your neighbor that your friend, 
whom he has met, is babysitting. He says, 
no, it’s not him. He’s met your friend and 
this isn’t that nice young man. Anyway, he 
wants you to know, he’s called the police. 

Your partner calls your friend and asks 
him if there’s a guy walking back and forth 
in front of your home. Your friend says that 
if anyone were outside he would see him 
because he is standing outside. You hear the 
sirens through the speakerphone.

Because of your elite status from a year’s 
worth of travel, you have already settled 
into your window seat on United Airlines, 
when the girl and her mother arrive at your 
row. The girl, looking over at you, tells her 
mother, these are our seats, but this is not 
what I expected. The mother’s response is 
barely audible–I see, she says. I’ll sit in the 
middle. 

•

A woman you do not know wants to join 
you for lunch. You are visiting her cam-
pus. In the cafe you both order the Caesar 
salad. This overlap is not the beginning of 
anything because she immediately points 
out that she, her father, her grandfather, 
and you, all attended the same college. 
She wanted her son to go there as well, 
but because of affirmative action or minor-
ity something–she is not sure what they 
are calling it these days and weren’t they 
supposed to get rid of it?–her son wasn’t 
accepted. You are not sure if you are meant 
to apologize for this failure of your alma 
mater’s legacy program; instead you ask 
where he ended up. The prestigious school 
she mentions doesn’t seem to assuage her 
irritation. This exchange, in effect, ends 
your lunch. The salads arrive. 

•

A friend argues that Americans battle 
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Your friend is speaking to your neighbor 
when you arrive home. The four police 
cars are gone. Your neighbor has apologized 
to your friend and is now apologizing to 
you. Feeling somewhat responsible for the 
actions of your neighbor, you clumsily tell 
your friend that the next time he wants to 
talk on the phone he should just go in the 
backyard. He looks at you a long minute 
before saying he can speak on the phone 
wherever he wants. Yes, of course, you say. 
Yes, of course.

•

WHEN THE STRANGER ASKS, Why do you care? 
you just stand there staring at him. He has 
just referred to the boisterous teenagers in 
Starbucks as niggers. Hey, I am standing 
right here, you responded, not necessarily 
expecting him to turn to you. 

He is holding the lidded paper cup in 
one hand and a small paper bag in the other. 
They are just being kids. Come on, no need 
to get all KKK on them, you say.

Now there you go, he responds.
The people around you have turned away 

from their screens. The teenagers are on 
pause. There I go? you ask, feeling irritation 
begin to rain down. Yes, and something 
about hearing yourself repeating this strang-
er’s accusation in a voice usually reserved 
for your partner makes you smile.

•

A MAN KNOCKED OVER her son in the subway. 

You feel your own body wince. He’s okay, 
but the son of a bitch kept walking. She 
says she grabbed the stranger’s arm and told 
him to apologize: I told him to look at the 
boy and apologize. Yes, and you want it 
to stop, you want the child pushed to the 
ground to be seen, to be helped to his feet, 
to be brushed off by the person that did not 
see him, has never seen him, has perhaps 
never seen anyone who is not a reflection 
of himself. 

The beautiful thing is that a group of 
men began to stand behind me like a fleet 
of bodyguards, she says, like newly found 
uncles and brothers. 

•

THE NEW THERAPIST specializes in trauma 
counseling. You have only ever spoken 
on the phone. Her house has a side gate 
that leads to a back entrance she uses for 
patients. You walk down a path bordered on 
both sides with deer grass and rosemary to 
the gate, which turns out to be locked. 

At the front door the bell is a small 
round disc that you press firmly. When the 
door finally opens, the woman standing 
there yells, at the top of her lungs, Get away 
from my house! What are you doing in my 
yard? 

It’s as if a wounded Doberman pinscher 
or a German shepherd has gained the power 
of speech. And though you back up a few 
steps, you manage to tell her you have an 
appointment. You have an appointment? 
she spits back. Then she pauses. Everything 
pauses. Oh, she says, followed by, oh, yes, 
that’s right. I am sorry.
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I am so sorry, so, so sorry.

Claudia Rankine is a poet and playwright who was 
born in Jamaica in 1963 where she was raised till she 
moved to New York City. Rankine is the author of 
five collections of poetry, co-editor of the American 
Women Poets in the Twenty-First Century series 
with Wesleyan University Press, and The Racial 
Imaginary with Fence Books.  She is the recipient 

of awards and fellowships from The Academy of 
American Poets and The Lanna Foundation. She 
currently teaches at Pomona College. 

From Citizen: An American Lyric. Copyright © 
2014 by Claudia Rankine. Reprinted by permis-
sion of Graywolf Press. 
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other. Feminism is about asking questions, 
and carrying on asking them even when the 
questions get uncomfortable. 

For example. A question about whether 
men and women should be paid equally 
for equal work leads to another about 
what equal work really means when most 
domestic and caring jobs are still done by 
women for free, often on top of full-time 
employment. The answers to that lead to a 

Feminism is not a set of rules. It is not 
about taking rights away from men, as 
if there were a finite amount of liberty 

to go around. There is an abundance of lib-
erty to be had if we have the guts to grasp 
it for everyone. Feminism is a social revolu-
tion, and a sexual revolution, and feminism 
is in no way content with a missionary posi-
tion. It is about work, and about love, and 
about how one depends very much on the 

FROMUnspeakable Things
BY LAURIE PENNY
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whole new set of questions about what work 
should be paid, and what is simply a part of 
love and duty, and then you start question-
ing the nature of love itself, and that’s when 
it really starts to get uncomfortable. 

The confinement of women to the 
home has never just been a middle-class 
experience. However, some of the earliest 
Second-Wave feminism, starting with Betty 
Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique, spoke 
chiefly of the plight of the suburban wife 
and mother, her frustration and neurosis, 
her longing to escape her endless rotation 
of dishes and dinnerdates and salon gossip 

to the male world of work and power from 
which she was excluded. That pain–the tor-
ment of the middle-class housewife longing 
for an office job–has been allowed to define 
the popular understanding of what femi-
nism is for, and what women really want, 
for two generations. The fact that outside 
white suburbia women have always had to 
work for money does not factor into this 
convenient fiction. The fantasy that all 
women really need in order to be equal and 
contented is to be permitted to work for pay, 
while continuing to perform their duties in 
the home—an exhausting schedule of self-
negation that we now speak of as ‘having 
it all’. ‘Having it all’ now means having a 
career, kids, a husband, a decent blow-dry 
—and that’s it . 

Work itself has been repurposed as wom-
en’s liberation. However unsatisfying and 
badly paid, if you’ve got a job, you’re a free 
bitch, baby. Anyone who has actually done 
a day’s work knows that this is a cyclopean 
lie. Nonetheless, women’s liberation has 
been redefined as absolute conformity to 
contemporary standards of femininity, at 
best a conformity that requires endless 
work, constant disappointment, a conformi-
ty that is no sure route to health and happi-
ness even for those who have the means to 
pursue it. Modem do-it-all superwomen are 
so knackered and seething that they have 

started baking stacks of silly little biscuits 
and flouncing about in retro 1950s-print 
dresses as if doing so might bring back the 
days when you still had to do the shopping, 
the cooking and the squeezing out of babies 
but if you were very lucky and very pretty 
you might be able to persuade a man to 
cover the finances, because the further away 
from it some of us get the better that option 
is starting to look. 

The past is a different country: people 
are always laying claim to it in the name 
of one ideology or another, with no regard 
for the people that actually live there. 
For women and girls in the West, recent 
history has been colonised by the notion 
that previous generations of females were 
not free chiefly because they could not 

What should we want, as girls, as boys, as humans fighting for identity 
and power when we’re supposed to stay in neat lines of behaviour based 
on biology? What do we get to want from each other and from our lives? 
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work for a wage. In the modern fantasy of 
the 1950s, women were confined to the 
home, to the kitchen sink and the picket 
fence and the husband and kids. For a great 
many exhausted modern women, this gilded 
fairy-tale cage is probably rather appealing: 
spending your days fussing around the house 
and watching your kids grow up is hardly 
less dignified than trekking daily to an 
office job that pays you less than the cost of 
a two-room flat. If all feminism won for us 
is the right to work, you could be forgiven 
for feeling that maybe gender liberation 
isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, that maybe 
the women who plumped for the handsome 
prince and housewifery had the right idea 
all along. 

Femininity as it is currently conceived is 
entrepreneurial, and it is competitive: hack 
social theorists like Catherine Hakim speak 
without irony of women’s ‘erotic capital’, a 
manner which is only repulsive because it 
makes explicit what is so often said out of 
the corners of the mouths of parents and 
teachers and girlfriends: your femininity is 
a brand, your eroticism your best money in 
the bank, to be held and cashed in when 
it is of most value. Your very gender iden-
tity, one of the most intimate parts of what 
makes you yourself, is entirely for sale, or 
should be. This is one of the reasons why 
women, and particularly young women, 
have adapted particularly well to the way in 
which social media and the capitalisation 
of the social realm requires everyone to 
apply the logic of branding to our own lives 
in order to gain followers. We have always 
been encouraged to understand femininity 
as a form of branding, albeit one burnt into 
our flesh at birth. 

Work, beauty and romance, then mar-

riage, mortgage and kids: that definition of 
total freedom has been allowed to conquer 
our imaginations, leaving no space for any 
other lives. But what if you want something 
else? Is that still allowed? 

THE GIRL IN GREEN at the back of the room 
has had her hand up for fifteen minutes. Her 
arm is weakening and she’s having to hold 
it up with the other hand. She cannot be 
more than twenty. She has the sort of pale, 
flowy princess hair that I used to long for 
as a child, the sort of hair that makes you 
want to touch it to see if it’s really as soft as 
it looks, the sort of hair that would stream 
behind you when you run, that belongs to 
the sort of girl who’s never supposed to run 
anywhere. We’re in a university lecture 
room in Germany, and I’ve been invited to 
speak about gender and desire like I know 
the answers. 

The girl with the princess hair has that 
flush in her face that men write longingly 
of because it implies both youth and shame. 
She is the sort of girl that writers of every 
gender describe at length and don’t bother 
to listen to. She is the sort of girl who sits at 
the back waiting for her turn to ask a ques-
tion and does not complain when her turn 
does not come, except that this time it does, 
and it’s this:

‘What do I want?’
I ask her to repeat that, please. I’m not 

sure I’ve heard correctly.
‘My question is, what do I really want? 

You talk about what women want and what 
we are told to want like there’s a differ-
ence. I know in my heart that I want to 
be free and independent. But I also want 
to be beautiful, and have a boyfriend, and 
please my parents, and do everything the 
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magazines say. So how do I know if what I 
want is what I really want? And what should 
I want?’ 

Well, isn’t that the question. What are 
we supposed to want? What should we want, 
as girls, as boys, as humans fighting for iden-
tity and power when we’re supposed to stay 
in neat lines of behaviour based on biology? 
What do we get to want from each other 
and from our lives? 

Desire is a social idea. It has taken me 
until I’m almost out of the official part of 
my youth even to work out what I want to 
want. 

I can tell you what we’re supposed to 
want: hard work, bland beauty and romance 
leading to money, marriage and kids: the 
definition of total freedom that has been 
allowed to conquer our imaginations, leav-
ing no space for any other lives. But what 
if we want something else? Is that still 
allowed? 

What if we want freedom? 

THERE COMES A TIME when you have to decide 
whether to change yourself to fit the story, 
or change the story itself. The decision gets 
a little easier if you understand that refus-
ing to shape your life and personality to the 
contours of an unjust world is the best way 
to start creating a new one.  There comes 
a time when you have to decide what you 
will permit yourself to want.  While we’re 
on the subject, here’s what I want. I want 
mutiny. I want women and queers and 
everyone else who’s been worked over by 
gender and poverty and power, which by 
the way means most of us, to stop waiting 
to be rewarded for good behavior. There 
are no gold stars coming and there are few 
good jobs left. Even if we buy the right 

clothes and work the right hours and show 
up every day with the same cold gag of a 
smile clenched between our teeth, there’s 
no guarantee we’ll be left alone to grow old 
before the floodwaters come in.  Forget it. 
It’s done. The social revolution that’s been 
choking and stumbling down a gauntlet of 
a century and more, the feminist fightback, 
the sexual re-scripting, the tearing up of old 
norms of race and class and gender, it has to 
start again, with all of us this time, not just 
the rich white kids who needed it least. So 
it has to be mutiny.

IT MUST BE MUTINY. Nothing else will do. I 
used to be less hardline about this. I used 
to vote, and sign petitions, and argue for 
change within the system. I stayed up 
all night to watch Obama get elected; 
I cheered for the Liberals in London. I 
thought that maybe if we kept asking for 
small change–a shift in attitudes about body 
hair, a slight increase in the minimum wage, 
maybe shut down a few porn shops and let 
the gays marry–then eventually we’d get the 
little bit of freedom we wanted, if it wasn’t 
too much trouble. 

No more of that. Being a good girl gets 
you nowhere. Asking nicely for change gets 
you nowhere. Mutiny is necessary. Class 
mutiny, gender mutiny, sex mutiny, love 
mutiny. It’s got to be mutiny in our time. 

We’re encouraged to feel sympathetic 
only towards the people who have tradi-
tionally held power in society–men, white 
people, straight people, the upper classes–
for graciously giving away a tiny bit of their 
privilege, scraps of opportunity for the rest 
of us to share. We’re told that equality on 
paper, equality in a court of law, is enough 
in a society whose laws have always been 
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applied unfairly and pursued unequally. 
Most of all we’re told that this is enough. 
There can be no better world than the one 

we’re living in now. We learn that equal-
ity, social opportunity and personal and 
sexual freedom are luxuries that society 
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can’t afford. But it’s not true. Liberty cannot 
be crafted in a court of law alone. This isn’t 
the sexual revolution we were told was over 

and done with. This isn’t where feminism 
finished. This is where it starts. 

Or maybe I’m wrong. Maybe this really 
is as good as it gets. Maybe history did end 
in 1989 and we’re all going to have to put 
up with the way things are. Maybe we’re 
happy that so many girls grow up scared and 
abused, that so many women are obliged to 
carve themselves up and shut themselves 
down and be beautiful and silent until men 
have no use for them any more, that so 
many men and boys are helped to build a 
box of violence and inertia to keep their 
pain and rage in and quietly taught to lock 
the door from the inside. Maybe a bit of us 
likes it better that way. 

So here’s the deal. I’m not going to tell 
you how to be a better version of what you 
already are. I’m not going to lay out yet 
another set of rules for how to behave, or 
how to make nice, or how to be the best girl 
you can be. And I swear to you, I absolutely 
promise, I’m not going to tell you whether 
or not to shave your pubic hair or judge you 
on the state of your armpits. I could not give 
a damn about your furze or lack of it. 

Nor is this yet another guidebook for 
navigating the treacherous machine of 
patriarchy when what we should be doing 
is smashing the machine and quitting the 
factory with as many of our loved ones as we 
can grab. The world doesn’t need another 
handbook for how to submit with dignity 
to a world that wants you to hate yourself 
Women and girls in particular don’t need 
any more rules for living and working and 
grooming and loving. There are already too 
many rules, most of them contradictory. I’ve 
been reading those glossy guidebooks since I 
was five years old along with a loadbearing 
amount of feminist theory, and I’ve still got 
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no idea how to be a good girl, and if I did, I 
wouldn’t tell you. 

I’m not here to tell you how to be a 
feminist, or whether you should be one at 
all. I call myself a feminist to fuck with 
people, and because it’s a great way to weed 
out the creeps in bars, but feminism isn’t an 
identity. Feminism is a process. Call yourself 
what you like. The important thing is what 
you fight for. Begin it now. 

Laurie Penny is a writer, journalist, public speaker, 
activist, and feminist who was born in London 

in 1986. Penny is a Contributing Editor of New 
Statesman magazine, Editor-at-Large at the New 
Inquiry, and also writes for The Guardian.

From Unspeakable Things: Sex, Lies, and 
Revolution. Copyright © 2014 by Laurie Penny. 
Reprinted by permission of Bloomsbury USA. 
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Elegy
BY ARACELIS GIRMAY

What to do with this knowledge 
that our living is not guaranteed?

Perhaps one day you touch the young branch
of something beautiful. & it grows & grows
despite your birthdays & the death certificate,
& it one day shades the heads of something beautiful
or makes itself useful to the nest. Walk out
of your house, then, believing in this.
Nothing else matters.

All above us is the touching
of strangers & parrots,
some of them human,
some of them not human.

Listen to me. I am telling you
a true thing. This is the only kingdom.
The kingdom of touching;
the touches of the disappearing, things.

Aracelis Girmay, "Elegy" from Kingdom Animalia. Copyright © 2011 by 
Aracelis Girmay.  Reprinted by permission of BOA Editions, Ltd.  www.
boaeditions.org

Source: Kingdom Animalia (BOA Editions, Ltd., 2011)
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Intimate Language
BY EIHEI DOGEN

TRANSLATED BY KAZUAKI TANAHASHI
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Actualizing the fundamental point, 
you realize the great road main-
tained by all buddhas. “You are 

like this. I am like this. Keep it well,” is 
revealed. 

YUNJU, GREAT MASTER HONGJIAO, was asked 
by an imperial minister who brought an 
offering, “The World-Honored One had 
an intimate language, and Mahakashyapa 
did not conceal it. What was the World-
Honored One’s language?” 

Yunju said, “Your Excellency.” 
“Yes,” he responded. 
Yunju asked, “Do you understand it?” 
The minister said, “No, I don’t.” 
Yunju said, “If you don’t understand it, 

the World-Honored One had·intimate lan-
guage. If you understand it, Mahakashyapa 
did not conceal it.” 

YUNJU, A TEACHER of humans and devas is the 
fifth-generation direct heir of Qingyuan. A 
great sage of the ten directions, he guides 

sentient beings and insentient beings. The 
forty-sixth-generation heir of the buddhas 
[including the Seven Original Buddhas], 
Yunju spoke dharma for buddha ancestors. 
Celestial beings sent offerings to his Three 
Peak Hut, but after he received dharma 
transmission upon attaining the Way, he 
went beyond the realm of devas and no lon-
ger received offerings from them. 

The World-Honored One had intimate lan-

guage, and Mahakashyapa did not conceal 
it had been transmitted by the forty-six 
buddhas through Yunju. Still, these words 
were the original face of Yunju. This under-
standing cannot be grasped by ordinary 
humans. It does not come from outside. It 
has not existed from the beginning. It is not 
newly acquired. 

The intimate language spoken of here 
was not only put forth by Shakyamuni 
Buddha, the World-Honored One, but also 
by all buddha ancestors. When there is 
the World-Honored One, there is inti-
mate language. When there is intimate 
language, Mahakashyapa does not conceal 
it. Since there are hundreds and thousands 
of World-Honored Ones, there are hun-
dreds and thousands of Mahakashyapas. 
Study this point without fail, as if cutting 
through what is impossible to cut through. 
Investigate it in detail little by little, hun-
dreds and thousands of times, instead of 
trying to understand it all at once. Do 
not assume that you understand it right 

away. Yunju was already a world-honored 
one, so he had intimate language and 
Mahakashyapa did not conceal it. But do 
not regard the minister’s response to Yunju 
as intimate language. 

YUNJU SAID TO THE MINISTER, if you don’t under-
stand it, the World-Honored One had intimate 
language. if you understand it, Mahakashyapa 
did not conceal it. 

Teaching by words is shallow and limited to forms, so the 
Buddha used no words, took up a flower and blinked.
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Aspire to investigate these words for 
many eons. Yunju’s words If you don’t under-
stand it, are a world-honored one’s intimate 
language. Not understanding is not the 
same as going blank. Not understanding 
does not mean that you don’t know. 

By saying, if you don’t understand it, 
Yunju is encouraging practice without 
words. Investigate this. Then, Yunju said, If 
you understand it . . . He did not mean that 
the minister should rest on his understand-
ing. 

Among the gates to the study of buddha 
dharma, there is a key to understanding 
buddha dharma and to going beyond under-
standing buddha dharma. Without meeting 
a true teacher, you wouldn’t even know 
there is a key. You might mistakenly think 
that what cannot be seen or heard is inti-
mate language.  

Yunju did not mean that Mahakashyapa 
had not concealed it just because the min-
ister understood it. Not concealing can 
happen with not understanding. Do not 
think that anyone can see and hear not-
concealing. Not-concealing is already pres-
ent. Investigate the very moment when 
nothing is concealed. 

Do not think that the realm you don’t 
know is intimate language. At the very 
moment when you go beyond understanding 
buddha dharma, there is intimate language. 
This is when the World-Honored One has 
intimate language. This is when the World-
Honored One is present. 

HOWEVER, THOSE WHO have not heard the 
teachings of true masters, although they sit 
in the teaching seat, have not even dreamed 
of intimate language. They mistakenly say: 

The passage, The World-Honored One 
had intimate language means that he held 
up a flower and blinked to the assembly 
of innumerable beings on Vulture Peak. 
The reason for this is that the teaching by 
words is shallow and limited to forms, so the 
Buddha used no words, took up a flower and 
blinked. This was the very moment of pre-
senting intimate language. But the assem-
bly of innumerable beings did not under-
stand. That is why this is secret language 
for the assembly of innumerable beings. 
Mahakashyapa did not conceal it means that 
he smiled when he saw the flower and the 
blinking, as if he had already known them; 
nothing was concealed from him. This is a 
true understanding, which has been trans-
mitted from person to person.

THERE ARE AN ENORMOUS number of people 
who believe in such a theory. They comprise 
communities all over China. What a pity! 
The degeneration of the buddha way has 
resulted from this. Those who have clear 
eyes should turn these people around one 
by one. 

If the World-Honored One’s words were 
shallow, his holding up a flower and blink-
ing would also be shallow. Those who say 
that the World-Honored One’s words are 
limited to forms are not students of buddha 
dharma. Although they know that words 
have form, they do not yet know that the 
World-Honored One does not have form. 
They are not yet free from ordinary ways 
of thinking. Buddha ancestors drop away 
all experience of body and mind. They use 
words to turn the dharma wheel. Hearing 
their words many people are benefited. 
Those who have trust in dharma and prac-
tice dharma are guided in the realm of 
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buddha ancestors and in the realm of going 
beyond buddha ancestors. 

Didn’t the innumerable beings in the 
assembly understand the intimate language 
of holding up the flower and blinking? 
Understand that they stand shoulder to 
shoulder with Mahakashyapa, they are born 
simultaneously with the World-Honored 
One. The innumerable beings are none other 
than the innumerable beings. Arousing the 
aspiration for enlightenment at the very 
same moment, they take the same path and 
abide on the same earth. 

The innumerable beings see the Buddha 
and hear the dharma with wisdom that 
knows and with wisdom that goes beyond 
knowing. Seeing one buddha, they see as 
many buddhas as the sands of the Ganges. 
At the assembly of each buddha, there are 
millions and billions of beings. Understand 
that each buddha demonstrates the moment 
when holding up the flower and blinking 
emerge. What is seen is not obscure; what 
is heard is clear. This is mind eye, body eye, 
mind ear, and body ear. 

HOW DO YOU UNDERSTAND Mahakashyapa’s 
breaking into a smile? Speak! Those with 
mistaken views call it secret language and 
regard his smile as not concealing the secre-
cy. That is stupidity piled upon stupidity. 

Upon seeing Mahakashyapa smile, the 
World-Honored One said, I have the treasury 
of the true dharma eye, the wondrous heart of 
nirvana. I entrust this to Mahakashyapa. Is 
this statement words or no words? If the 
World Honored One avoided words and 
preferred holding up a flower, he would 
have held up the flower again and again. 
How could Mahakashyapa have understood 
him, and how could the assembly of beings 

have heard him? Do not pay attention to 
people’s mistaken explanations. 

The World-Honored One has intimate 
language, intimate practice, and intimate 
realization. But ignorant people think inti-
mate means that which is known by the 
self and not by others. Those east and west, 
past and present, who think and speak this 
way are not following the buddha way. If 
what they think were true, those who do 
not study would have much intimacy, while 
those who study would have little intimacy. 
Would those who study extensively have 
no intimacy? What about those who have 
the celestial eye, celestial ear, dharma eye, 
dharma ear, buddha eye, or buddha ear? 
Would they have no intimate language or 
intimate heart? 

Intimate language, intimate heart, and 
intimate action in buddha dharma are not 
like that. When you encounter a person, 
you invariably hear intimate language and 
speak intimate language. When you know 
yourself, you know intimate action. Thus, 
buddha ancestors can thoroughly actual-
ize this intimate heart and intimate lan-
guage. Know that where there are buddha 
ancestors, intimate language and intimate 
action are immediately manifest. Intimate 
means close and inseparable. There is no 
gap. Intimacy embraces buddha ancestors. 
It embraces you. It embraces the self. It 
embraces action. It embraces generations. It 
embraces merit. It embraces intimacy. 

When intimate language encounters an 
intimate person, the buddha eye sees the 
unseen. Intimate action is not known by self 
or other, but the intimate self alone knows 
it. Each intimate other goes beyond under-
standing. Since intimacy surrounds you, it is 
fully intimate, half intimate. 
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not conceal it, is studied and penetrated. 
Each of the Seven Original Buddhas has 
studied intimate language like this. Thus, 
Mahakashyapa and Shakyamuni Buddha 
have completely manifested intimate lan-
guage. 

Presented to the assembly of the ancient 
Yoshimine Temple of Yoshida County, Echizen 
Province, on the twentieth day, the ninth 
month, the first year of the Kangen Era 
[1243]. 

Eihei Dogen (1200 – 1253) founded the Soto 
school of Zen in Japan after traveling to Chine 
and training under Rujing, a master of the Chinese 
Caodong lineage. Dogen is known for writing 
the Treasury of the Eye of the True Dharma or 
Shobeogenzo, a collection of ninety-five fascicles 
concerning Buddhist practice and enlightenment. 

From True Dharma Eye Translated by Kazuaki 
Tanahashi. Copyright © 2005 by John Daido 
Loori. Re-printed by permission of Shambhala 
Publications, Inc. 

Clearly study this. Indeed, intimacy 
comes forth at the place where the person 
becomes [a buddha], at the moment when 
understanding takes place. Such a person 
is an authentic heir of buddha ancestors. 
Right now is the very moment when you 
are intimate with yourself, intimate with 
other. You are intimate with buddha ances-
tors, intimate with other beings. This being 
so, intimacy renews intimacy. Because the 
teaching of practice-enlightenment is the 
way of buddha ancestors, it is intimacy that 
penetrates buddha ancestors. Thus, inti-
macy penetrates intimacy. 

XUEDOU, OLD MASTER, said to his assembly: 

The World-Honored One has intimate 
language. 
Mahakashyapa does not conceal it. 
Night rain causes the blossoms to fall. 
The fragrant water reaches everywhere. 

Night rain causes the blossoms to fall and 
The fragrant water reaches everywhere, spo-
ken here by Xuedou, are intimate. Study 
this and examine the eyeballs and nostrils 
of buddha ancestors. This is not somewhere 
Linji or Deshan can arrive. Open the nos-
trils within the eyeballs, and sharpen the 
nose tip within the ears. With the entire 
body and mind, study the realm where the 
ear, nose, and eye are neither old nor new. 
This is how blossoms and rain open up the 
world. 

The fragrant water reaches everywhere, 
spoken by Xuedou, conceals the body and 
reveals the form. This being so, in the daily 
practice of the buddha ancestors’ school, 
the passage The World-Honored One had 
intimate language, and Mahakashyapa does 
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The Mountains and Rivers Order
news and training
ZEN MOUNTAIN MONASTERY
The main house of the Mountains and Rivers Order in Mount 
Tremper, NY.

ZEN CENTER OF NEW YORK CITY
Fire Lotus Temple, the city branch of the MRO in Brooklyn, NY.

SOCIETY OF MOUNTAINS AND RIVERS
An international network of MRO sitting groups.

ZEN ENVIRONMENTAL STUDIES INSTITUTE
Environmental education and training programs including the 
Green Dragon Earth Initiative.

DHARMA COMMUNICATIONS
Not-for-profit dharma outreach, including WZEN internet radio 
station, The Monastery Store, and the Mountain Record Journal. 

NATIONAL BUDDHIST ARCHIVE
Preserves and documents unfolding American Buddhist history.

NATIONAL BUDDHIST PRISON SANGHA
Offers spiritual guidance, correspondence and support to prison 
inmates. 
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THE MOUNTAINS AND RIVERS ORDER 

The Mountains and Rivers Order of Zen Buddhism (MRO) is a living embodiment of the 
Buddha’s wisdom as it has been transmitted mind to mind through the generations of Buddhist 
ancestors, beginning with Shakyamuni Buddha himself. The MRO offers practitioners an 
approach to spiritual training that is grounded in the recognition that all human beings have 
the capacity to awaken, while acknowledging that this journey requires guidance and support. 
The MRO includes two major practice centers, numerous affiliate groups, and various organiza-
tions dedicated to supporting sincere and vigorous spiritual practice. To enter into the MRO 
is to take up the dharma as a matter of profound personal importance and to be guided by the 
tradition, the teachers, and the sangha as one embarks on the path of self-realization.

EIGHT GATES OF ZEN

Arising from the Buddha’s original teaching on the Eightfold Path, the Eight Gates of Zen 
form the core of training in the MRO. The Eight Gates draw on Zen’s rich tradition of prac-
tice across disciplines like archery, haiku, painting and tea ceremony. Accessible and relevant 
to the lives of modern practitioners, they challenge us to infuse every aspect of our lives with 
spiritual practice. The Eight Gates are zazen, direct study with a teacher, art practice, body 
practice, Buddhist study, liturgy, right action, and work practice—points of entry that offer 
ever-deepening ways of studying the self.

LAY AND MONASTIC TRAINING

The MRO includes two distinct yet interrelated paths of training: lay practice and monasti-
cism. Monastics dedicate the whole of their lives to practicing and realizing the dharma and 
serving the sangha. Lay students commit to awakening within their daily lives, in the midst of 
family, home and work. The unique feel of training in the MRO emerges in part from the rich  
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commingling of these two paths, as men and women of all ages, from all walks of life, take up 
the teachings in accord with their individual sense of spiritual calling.

TEACHERS, PRIESTS AND DHARMA HOLDERS IN THE MOUNTAINS AND RIVERS ORDER

JOHN DAIDO LOORI ROSHI (1931-2009) was the founder of Zen Mountain Monastery and the 
Mountains and Rivers Order, and served as the guiding teacher for almost thirty years. A holder 
of the Soto and Rinzai Zen lineages, Daido Roshi drew on his background as a scientist, artist, 
naturalist, parent and Zen priest to establish a uniquely American Zen Buddhist training center. 
He is the author of numerous books, including The Eight Gates of Zen and The Zen of Creativity.

GEOFFREY SHUGEN ARNOLD SENSEI is the Head of the Mountains and Rivers Order, as well as the 
abbot of Zen Mountain Monastery and the Zen Center of New York City. Trained as a musician, 
he came to the Monastery in his late twenties after ten years of practicing Zen on his own. He 
has been in full-time residential training since 1986, and received dharma transmission from 
Daido Roshi in 1997. He is the author of O, Beautiful End, a collection of Zen memorial poems. 

JODY HOJIN KIMMEL OSHO has been in residential training at the Monastery since 1991 and is the 
training coordinator there. After Daido Roshi’s passing, Hojin Osho completed her training with 
Shugen Sensei, receiving the priestly transmission from him in 2012. Before ordaining, Hojin 
was an artist and potter.

RON HOGEN GREEN has been engaged in formal Zen practice since 1978, and was in residential 
training at the Monastery for twelve years. In 2007, Hogen returned to lay life, and in 2011, he 
became a dharma holder in the Order. He currently lives with his family in Danville, PA, where 
he works as a pharmacist.
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ZEN MOUNTAIN MONASTERY: THE MAIN HOUSE

Nestled in the Catskill Mountains, Zen Mountain Monastery is the main house of the MRO. The 
Monastery offers both experienced practitioners and beginners a chance to enter a unique environ-
ment where distractions are minimized and all aspects of life are engaged as study of the self. 

Residents, students, and retreat participants share their days while following a rigorous training 
schedule. The resident teacher and abbot, Shugen Sensei, oversees daily life and training.

Residency at the Monastery means joining the cloistered community, letting go of worldly respon-
sibilities, and giving oneself completely to the training schedule. Each day revolves around practice 
in the Eight Gates, with time devoted to zazen and liturgy, as well as other areas of study. 

The Monastery draws its strength from the ancient tradition of Buddhist monasticism, but it’s the 
rich interplay between the monastery cloister and the vibrant world outside the doors that keeps the 
practice earnest and alive. 

ZEN CENTER OF NEW YORK CITY: THE CITY BRANCH

Located in the Boerum Hill section of Brooklyn, Zen Center of New York City: Fire Lotus Temple 
offers lay practitioners authentic Zen training in the midst of one of the world’s great cities. The 
Temple maintains a daily schedule of zazen and liturgy, offering those who live in the city a chance 
to come and practice together as their schedules and obligations allow. In addition, the Temple 
offers meditation intensives, right action and study groups, evening classes, community work peri-
ods, a Sunday morning program and Saturday retreats. 

As one of the few residential Buddhist training centers in New York City, the Temple offers a 
unique opportunity to be in full-time training while simultaneously engaged in the world. Our small 
community of residents holds jobs or goes to school. Residential life is guided by the abbot, Shugen 
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Sensei and by Ron Hogen Green, a dharma holder. Temple residency offers a powerful way to take 
up the crucial but challenging work of extending our spiritual practice into our ordinary lives.

BEGINNING INSTRUCTION IN ZAZEN

Instruction in zazen, along with many opportunities to develop and deepen one’s meditation 
practice, is one of the most important things the MRO has to offer. Beginning instruction is 
available each week at both the Monastery and the Temple as part of our Sunday morning pro-
gram and on Wednesday evenings at the Monastery.

RETREATS

Both the Monastery and Temple offer introductory retreats, including a monthly Introduction to 
Zen Training Weekend, led by the teacher and senior students at the Monastery, and The Lotus in 
the Fire, a series of day-long workshops at the Temple that take up different facets of lay practice. 
Other retreats offer opportunities to study and train in the Eight Gates with guest instructors across 
a range of disciplines. At the Monastery, retreatants step into the residents’ cloistered community 
for a full weekend; at the Temple, retreats take place on Saturdays.

SESSHIN AND MEDITATION INTENSIVES

Characterized by silence and deep introspection, extended periods of zazen such as sesshin (week-
long) and zazenkai (day-long) are the heart of Zen training. All intensives include dokusan, or 
private interview with the teachers, and formal meals taken in the zendo (oryoki).

RESIDENTIAL TRAINING

The Monastery and the Temple 
offer different ways to engage Zen 
training full-time. Monastery resi-
dents join the cloistered commu-
nity, letting go of other worldly 
responsibilities; Temple residents 
maintain careers, pursue degrees, or 
engage in other focused work while 
living and training at the cen-
ter. For more information, check 
our websites at zmm.mro.org and  
zcnyc.mro.org.
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DHARMA HOLDER CEREMONY FOR VANESSA ZUISEI GODDARD

On April 26, Shugen Sensei recognized Vanessa Zuisei 
Goddard as a Dharma Holder within the Mountains and 
Rivers Order. This indicates that she is nearing the com-
plestion of her formal training and has received the “Seal 
of Forbearance” from Sensei, expressing his intention to 
transmit the Dharma to her at the appropriate time.

Zuisei first entered residency at Zen Mountain 
Monastery in 1995, studying with Daido Roshi until his 
passing. She took full ordination in 2005 and continued 
her monastic training until the spring of 2014 under the 
guidance of Shugen Sensei, her current teacher. Last year 
Zuisei asked to be released from her monastic vows so that 
she could devote more time and energy to her relationship 
with her partner, Shideh Tenkei Lennon, while still living 
a committed religious life. Zuisei and Tenkei now live a 
stone’s throw from the Monastery, and at present Zuisei 
follows most of the daily training schedule, continuing to 
serve as senior staff at the Monastery, as director of opera-
tions of Dharma Communications, and coordinator for the Monastery’s Zen Kids Program. 

TOKUDO FOR JISAN GOKAN 

On Sunday, August 2nd, Bear Jisan Gokan 
Bonebakker received tokudo, or full ordina-
tion, from Shugen Sensei in a ceremony at the 
Monastery. His ordination name, Jisan, means 
“Loving the Mountain.” 

Gokan became a formal MRO student 
in 1996 and entered residency in 2007. He 
became a postulant in 2011 and received nov-
ice ordination in October 2013. He currently 
serves as the Monastery’s office manager and 
is part of the staff rotation for the Temple. 
He is married to Danica Shoan Ankele, who 
will ordain this fall. Full ordination marks the 
formal beginning of Gokan’s lifelong vows of 
simplicity, service, stability, selflessness, and 
realization of the Buddha’s way. 
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NEW MRO STUDENTS

From April through July, Mark Ambramovich, Polly Horne, Tom Caplan and Susan von Reusner 
all passed through the five barrier gates to become formal MRO students. 

APPRECIATION

The Monastery would like to express gratitude to Shinsui Bowles and John Stevens for mount-
ing the stunning calligraphy (of koan and shinkantaza) that now hang in the zendo hallway. 
Thank you to Seigo Beres for the delicious food donations, and to Corinne Lille for the very 
useful honey extractor. For donating reading material to the National Buddhist Prison Sangha 
(NBPS), we thank Sandy Del Valle, Derrick Van Mell, Richard Stodart and Senju Baker. Dharma 
Communications extends thanks to all who transcribed and wrote blurbs and blog entries for the 
store and catalog, Lyn Mattoon for her transcribing work, Ryoen Jueds, Joseph Deumor and Jill 
Jie’en Tan for their help with this issue of Mountain Record. Sincere thanks to Shinyu Pawlowski 
for his time and research to improve the zendo audio recordings, and to the volunteers who partici-
pated in the audio training. 

COMINGS & GOINGS AT THE MONASTERY

From May through July, month-long residents included Aleksandra Tarka of Hierzchlas, Poland; Ki 
Lewis of San Diego, CA; Hai Thi Lai of Brisbane, Australia; Ian Burch of Albuquerque, NM; Kevin 
Scarpin of Astoria, NY; Constanza Ontaneda of Brooklyn, NY; Barrie Richardson of Lakeville, 
CT; Andrew Domini of West Lafayette, IN; Jacob Lieber of Springfield, VA; Adrian Gillerman 
of Highland Park, NJ; Fiona Rae Brunner of New York, NY; Jill Jie’en Tan of Singapore; Roxana 
Adriana Matthews of Dorchester, NH; Bob Commins of Panama City, FL; Ra’Shaun Crawford of 
Lansing, MI; Megan Gillespie of Houston, TX; William Carpenter of Winnetka, IL; Jonathan Loeb 
of Gambier, OH; Maria Josenhans of West Vancouver, Canada; Dee Goodrich, MRO, of Storrs, 
CT; Rami Eskelin of New York, NY; and Will Cohn of New York, NY. At the beginning of June we 
welcomed Corey McIntyre who began a year-long residency, and said goodbye to Nathan Lamkin, 
who completed a year of residential training.

COMINGS & GOINGS AT THE TEMPLE

Theresa Braine of Brooklyn, NY joined us in May. In June, we were joined by Brett Price, MRO of 
Ohio and said goodbye to Shannon Hayes, MRO after a year. Craig Webster of Brooklyn joined us 
in July, as did and Sydney Lohan of New Jersey, who stayed for August, too. We bade farewell to 
Yudo Abraham, MRO after 5 months,  and to Daiken Ferrill, MRO after 4 months. 
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TEACHINGS IN THE TEN DIRECTIONS

On Earth Day, April 22, Shugen Sensei visited our neighbors at Karma Triyana Dharmachakra 
Monastery (KTD) to partipate in a tree planting ceremony with the 17th Gyalwa Karmapa, as 
part of his work raising environmental awareness among Buddhist sanghas in the West. From 
June 2-5, Shugen Sensei attended the International Western Dharma Teacher’s Gathering, 
held at Omega Institute, in Rhinebeck, NY. The conference covered various topics, including 
diversity within Western sanghas and the Buddhist response to climate change.

From June 10th-14th, Hojin Osho offered her annual clay retreat at ZMM, and on June 
18th-21st, she traveled to Wonderwell Mountain Refuge in Springfield, NH, to offer a 
retreat on “Miraculous Expression” with Lama Samten.The multi-day workshop focused on 
the creative process as spiritual practice. During July, Hojin Osho offered two retreats at the 
Monastery, including a week-long arts intensive.

KIWI ZEN

Every year, the New Zealand Zen practitioners travel to Nelson for a series of Zen workshops, 
sangha gatherings, and the annual winter sesshin. This year, Shugen Sensei’s July visit was held 
from the 8th to the 22nd, in the midst of an unusually cold winter. 

For the Kiwi sangha, the winter training period is also an opportunity for the regional, local 
sitting groups to coalesce as a national sangha body and practice and socialize together. In keep-
ing with longstanding tradition, prior to sesshin, the practitioners and their families gather for 
dinner, which this year featured a fine array of Indian-themed cooking.

Sesshin itself was held at Rotoiti Lodge, a beautiful spot in the Nelson Lakes area that has 
become a spiritual home for the Kiwi sangha. Once the lodge was transformed into a training 
hall (altar established, zafus, haishiki, and instruments unpacked) the deep practice of sesshin 
unfolded beneath the snow dusted peaks of the St. Arnaud range. Outdoor kinhin is pictured 
above.



THE SEEDS OF AN ORCHARD

There’s a small orchard taking shape in Han Shan meadow, the upper field at the Monastery 
where the A-frame cabins are located. When the Sangha House was built, much of the fill was 
spread over half the meadow, creating a gently raised area suitable for farming. The soil is heavy, 
with lots of clay (typical for this area) so there’s been a lot of work to make it more fertile. The 
field has been tilled, compost added, and a cover crop was planted. Before the summer is out, a 
fence will go up to keep the deer out. Next spring, part of the field will be planted with varieties 
that can take the heavy soil, like plums, bush cherries, hazelberts, elderberry, paw paw and honey 
berry. The labor of improving the soil will continue, allowing for a broader range of fruit trees 
and bushes. Meanwhile, at the cabin circle a bit below Basho Pond, four pear trees are maturing. 
Raspberries and currants will be planted inbetween them next spring, and a fence will need to go 
up there as well. This is part of permaculture growing, where farming practices are in harmony 
with the ecosystem’s natural patterns and features. 

SUMMER RESIDENTS AT THE MONASTERY 

The summer training period generally brings more month-long residents to the Monastery than 
any other time of year. Not surprisingly, many of them tend to be students, recent college grads, or 
teachers—folks for whom summer brings flexible time to explore new experiences. This July the 
Monastery had a larger-than-usual group for the month. Hailing from as far away as Singapore, the 
thirteen new residents brought a fresh and lively energy and provided important help with work 
during a time when long-term residents are at a bit of a low. 

 Several July residents decided to stay on for August, and some are considering being here for 
a year. This is a nice affirmation that the training and practice on the mountain is alive and well, 
and that things are continuing to normalize in the wake of events this past winter. The group of 
month-long residents is pictured above, where they worked together on the garden outside of DC.



SANGHA WEDDING 

On June 28th, Chelsea Green and Bryan Kenshin Finnegan were married in a ceremony 
at Zen Mountain Monastery. Shugen Sensei officiated the service, and after the couple 
exchanged wedding vows, Sensei offered a poem for the occasion. Chelsea and Kenshin live 
in Brooklyn and practice at the Temple and the Monastery regularly. They have two children, 
August and Avery, from Chelsea’s previous relationship. Congratulations to the newlyweds!

GREEN BODHISATTVAS

On June 21st, members of the Temple’s Earth Initiative hosted Buddhist groups from around New 
York to share ideas and support each other’s work on behalf of the Earth. Sangha attended from 
Still Mind Zendo, Insight Meditation Center, Buffalo Zen Dharma Community, Heart Circle 
Sangha, Palden Sakya Center, Shantideva Mediation Center, and Shambala Meditation Center.   

The gathering started with an overview of the Earth Initiative and its genesis—to bring 
Buddhist practice into the world. The group discussed the challenges EI had dealt with, including 
defining a focus and keeping the initiative going over a long period of time. EI members shared 
how important their involvement in EI had been, helping them to make change and bring Zen 
teachings to life. A good portion of the meeting was spent in small group break-out sessions, during 
which everyone had a chance to ask questions, brainstorm, and share resources.

This meeting occured at a time when the EI planning group is evaluating their work from the 
last five years and planning for the future. This presentation to other groups offered the planning 
group a chance to reflect on all that has happened so far as they envision the EI future. 



TEMPLE KIDS  

The Temple Zen Kids program celebrated its fourth anniversary this summer. Families old and 
new to the program, gathered for a picnic in Prospect Park, an annual celebration of sum-
mer’s arrival and a chance to give thanks for each other. 

The Temple Zen Kids program meets monthly for three-hours during the Sunday Service. 
Kids from one to nine years old and their parents come together for a sharing circle, name 
song, zazen, and kinhin, followed by a story and an activity exploring a theme related to 
Buddhist teachings in some way. This year the Kids explored self-identity, friendship, and 
compassion for all living creatures (including ants).

Plans are in place for an expanded planning group to meet and explore ideas for the com-
ing year. Hopefully more sangha members will become involved in the program and enable a 
broader range of activities—especially music. If you’d like to be a special guest for the morn-
ing, please contact the Temple training office.  

ABBACY MOVE

During the first week of August, Shugen Sensei and his partner, Joy Jimon Hintz, packed 
their Brooklyn apartment into a moving truck and headed for the Catskills to take up resi-
dence in the freshly painted Monastery abbacy, a log cabin just down the road from the main 
building. Shugen Sensei’s responsibilities as abbot of the Monastery require his ongoing pres-
ence on the mountain, although he plans to continue to teach at the Temple on a monthly 
basis. Jimon will spend part of each week in the city, working as a chaplain at Methodist 
Hospital in Brooklyn. Welcome back to the mountain, Shugen and Jimon!
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FALL 2015 ANGO

SHUSO LETTER

Dear Sangha,

When Shugen Sensei asked to talk with me 
during a Monastery visit over the summer, I 
knew at the very least he would probably chal-
lenge me greatly. Years ago in a similar meet-
ing he asked me to start going out to Great 
Meadow Prison. I remember feeling honored by 
his request, but also wondering if I was indeed 
ready for such a step. Now, in looking back 
these many years later, I feel deep gratitude for 
the chance to broaden my practice. I antici-
pated that my meeting with Sensei would be 
about prison outreach, but then he asked me to 
be Chief Disciple for the Fall Ango. Needless to 
say this was not what I expected! I feel deeply 
honored once again and also humbled by this 
opportunity. I find myself wondering again if 
I am ready for such a step, but I will trust my 
teacher in this regard and do my best to grow 
into this service position. We have been chal-
lenged mightily as a Sangha during this year 
with upheavals that have shaken most of us to 
the very core of our being. I often remember 
Daido Roshi telling us that it takes great faith, 
great doubt, and great determination to persist 
in Zen training. Let us enter this Fall Ango 
together in that spirit and support one another 
in as many ways as possible on this evolving 
journey.

Gassho,

RIC RYOHA DUNWORTH became a formal stu-
dent of ZMM in 1992. He took Jukai with 
John Daido Loori, Roshi in May of 1995. 
Ryoha is also a long time member of the Zen 
Affiliate of Vermont. Currently he is in his 
final year of Daojin training. He recently 
remarried and has a son who lives nearby 
the Monastery in Kingston, NY. He is a 
Licensed Clinical Social Worker by profes-
sion and presently works as a psychotherapist 
for the Behavioral Health Clinic of Rutland 
Regional Medical Center in Rutland, VT. 



FALL 2015 

ANGO PRACTICE 

The Mountains and Rivers Order training 
schedule cycles through periods of intensi-
fication and relaxation, mirroring seasonal 
changes and giving us varied opportunities to 
study and practice. The spring and fall quar-
ters are ango (“peaceful dwelling”), ninety-day 
intensives that continue an ancient tradition 
dating back to the time of the Buddha, when 
the sangha gathered in forest groves during 
monsoon season to support each other in 
their practice and receive teachings from the 
Buddha and his senior disciples. 

Each ango has a theme drawn from the 
Buddhist teachings. This Fall 2015 Ango, 
the sangha will be taking up the teachings of 
Bodhidharma, the founder of the Zen school, 
as our theme. Bodhidharma’s teaching that 
Zen is a “special transmission outside the 
scriptures with no reliance on words and let-
ters” forms the foundation of our training, and 
the story of him doing zazen facing the wall of 
his cave for nine years is another potent and 
pithy teaching passed down through the ages. 
Whether Bodhidharma really existed as a his-
torical individual or is a composite of various 
people isn’t so relevant to how we appreciate the teachings attributed to him. Rather, we will 
use these teachings to further deepen our practice. 

The training and practice of the chief disciple is another important facet of ango training. 
When a junior student is ready to make the transition into being a senior student, the teacher 
will ask him or her to serve as chief disciple for the training period. They lead the ango and 
offer their sincere and wholehearted practice as a model for the sangha. The ango culminates 
with a special right of passage for the whole community: Shuso Hossen.

For more information about this Fall Ango and the various activities both at the Monastery 
and the Temple, please check out our website at www.mro.org.
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Zen practice can be challenging, as anyone 
who’s ever sat down to face her own mind 

can attest. It’s especially challenging in periods 
of transition, when, in spite of our best efforts 
to keep everything nailed down, we can’t help 
but shiver in the wind of impermanence. For 
me—and, I think, for many of us who prac-
tice at the Zen Center of New York City—the 
last few months have been a time of profound 
change. With Ryushin Sensei’s departure from 
the MRO, and Shugen Sensei’s decision to re-
locate to Zen Mountain Monastery after near-

ly 10 years in residence in Brooklyn, it’s clear 
that ZCNYC is entering a new era.

IT MIGHT BE HELPFUL AT this point to cast an eye 
on the past and reflect on some of the transi-
tions we’ve been through before. People come 
and go. Some stay for decades, some only for 
a morning. No one stays forever. The place 
of practice changes, too. Not so long ago, the 
State Street Temple was a mortuary chapel in 
a modest corner of Brooklyn. Twenty thousand 
years before that, the entire neighborhood lay 

Building a Seamless Temple: 
A Personal Reflection 

BY PATRICK YUNEN KELLY, MRO



leadership, the ZCNYC sangha was flourish-
ing. We had outgrown the space on 23rd Street 
and it seemed clear that ordering Chinese take-
out for zazenkai wasn’t really sustainable in the 
long-term. And so Myotai Sensei, with the 
help the sangha, launched a fundraising drive 
and began the search for a new home. In the 
spring of 2000, we finalized the purchase of the 
State Street Chapel. The trek across the East 
River took place in May, followed by the first 
of several week-long caretaking intensives and 
culminating in an Eye-Opening Ceremony. 
We were up and running.

Brooklyn in those days was still the Back 
O’ Beyond, and Boerum Hill was still a bit 
rough around the edges—the kind of place 
where Hank’s Saloon, the local bar with the 
10-foot technicolor flames emblazoned on 
the side, blended in perfectly. Also, we didn’t 
yet have access to the second floor, so space 
was relatively limited; attending sesshin of-
ten entailed camping out in the living room 
of a local sangha member. But there was an 
engaged core of home-dweller practitioners, 
as well as a handful of temple residents and a 
full-time senior monastic to keep things going. 
(At first  this was Pat Jikyo George,  a novice 
monastic at the time who ended up complet-
ing her training with Barry Magid and then 
founded the Zen Center of Philadelphia. After 
Jikyo, Hojin and Jimon took turns serving as 
the Temple monastic.) Before the paint was 
even dry the Temple was offering a full ros-
ter of Saturday retreats, Ango intensives, and 
Right Action initiatives, all of it anchored by  
regular morning and evening zazen.

WE HAD BEEN IN BROOKLYN for a little over a 
year when the Twin Towers were destroyed on 
September 11, 2001. I had watched the towers 
burning from the rooftop at work, then stum-

beneath a quarter-mile of ice at the base of a 
continent-spanning glacier. Today, the Temple 
sits at the heart of a turbocharged real-estate 
market, down the road from an indoor arena 
that regularly hosts A-list celebrities whose 
sartorial choices and dance moves are hotly 
debated to the far corners of the empire.

Fire Lotus started out in the late 1980’s as 
a sitting group that met in Pat Enkyo O’Hara’s 
living room off of Washington Square Park. 
Enkyo was a senior student of Daido Roshi at 
the time. She also taught at NYU. Many of 
the early sangha members had been directly 
touched by the AIDS crisis then ravaging the 
gay community. In 1994 Enkyo parted ways 
with the MRO (she ultimately received trans-
mission from Bernie Glassman, and is now 
abbot of the Village Zendo, in Manhattan). 
Part of the group followed her; the part that 
remained within the MRO relocated to a loft 
space on West 23rd Street in Manhattan and 
was rechristened the Zen Center of New York 
City. Soon after, Daido Roshi asked Bonnie 
Myotai Treace, his senior dharma heir and 
the Vice-Abbot of ZMM, to serve as spiritual  
director.

I FIRST VISITED THE TEMPLE toward the end of the 
time on 23rd Street. I had come to New York 
a few months before from California, where I 
had been practicing at the San Francisco Zen 
Center. I was in grad school, and stressed out 
to the point that I had stopped sitting. I get 
cranky when I don’t sit, and one day Anka, 
my partner at the time, decided she had had 
enough. She grabbed a copy of the Yellow Pages 
and found the listing for Fire Lotus Temple. 
That weekend, we attended the Sunday pro-
gram. The discipline and rigor appealed to me. 
Clearly, I was no longer in California.

By the late 1990’s, under Myotai Sensei’s 



bled around in shock, chanting the Emmei 
Jukku Kannon Gyo because I didn’t know 
what else to do with myself. I knew I wanted 
to get to the Temple as soon as possible, but 
wasn’t able to manage it until the following 
day. When I finally did, I remember my relief 
at seeing Jikyo and Seikan and Kyusan and 
Senkyu. I also remember Jikyo saying that in 
order to heal the suffering of the world, you 
had to be willing to have your heart broken, 
over and over until there’s nothing left to pro-

tect.
Over the next few weeks, Sunday services 

were packed; I’m not quite sure how we man-
aged to squeeze everyone in. As normalcy 
returned, attendance gradually ebbed to pre-
9/11 levels, but a few people stuck around. We 
did our best to help with the recovery efforts. 
We raised funds for and took part in a memo-
rial service at the firehouse down the street, 
which lost four men in the attacks. Myotai 
Sensei and Jimon offered pastoral care to 
some of the victims and their families. And 
we continued to study the mind that both 
perpetuates and liberates the tremendous suf-
fering of that day.

By the spring of 2003, Myotai Sensei and 
the Brooklyn sangha had matured to the 
point that we were ready to be recognized as 
a full-fledged training temple. Traditionally, 
this process involves the formal installation 
of a new abbot or abbess in a Mountain Seat 
Ceremony, or Shinsanshiki. In the months 
leading up to the Shinsanshiki, sangha mem-
bers met clandestinely in whatever venue was 
available to sew a royal blue kesa for Myotai. 
Somehow we kept it a surprise (I think). More 
people turned out for the ceremony itself than 
I had imagined possible. Fortunately, we had 
rented out the giant performance space in the 
YWCA, next door, and, as in Vimalakirti’s 
room, we were able to accommodate everyone 
who showed up. 

IN THE MOUNTAIN SEAT CEREMONY, Myotai  
Sensei moved through the building at the 
head of a formal procession, stopping at each 
altar to offer dharma words. At the altar of 
Avalokiteshvara, she offered at poem that, 
looking back, seems to distill the spirit of Fire 
Lotus in those days: 



In whose hands compassion?
In whose eyes the great mystery? 
Her tears get under the skin 
and there is no cell 
in the boundless body 
where the blood is not warmed 
by her unstoppable heart 
As the unbroken sky 
fills with the cry of broken  hearts 
There is only one
Who can respond —

Things shifted again the following year, 
when Myotai Sensei parted ways with the 
MRO. I recently asked her about this; she said 
that, due to Daido’s recanting of key agree-
ments he had made regarding her leadership as 
Abbot of the Temple, she realized it was neces-
sary for the good of the sangha for her to step 
away from the order. It was extraordinarily dif-
ficult for her, and for the sangha. 

Though it’s been more than ten years since 
Myotai Sensei’s departure, we remain indebted 
to her hard work, her un-
canny intuition, her vision 
for what the Temple might 
become, and her willing-
ness to leave no skillful 
means untested. Fire Lotus 
today is unimaginable 
without her. When I look 
and listen closely, I can still 
perceive her fierce yet ten-
der presence at the front of 
the zendo. Nine bows!

THE PERIOD AFTER MYOTAI 
SENSEI’S departure was an-
other time of transition, 
especially for those of us 
who had been her formal 

students. For a few months, the city sangha 
was scattered. Attendance was down, even on 
Sundays; on weekday mornings, there were 
rarely more than two or three people in the 
zendo. 

After a short period in which the senior 
monastics staffed the Temple in shifts, Daido 
Roshi asked Shugen Sensei to take over the 
spiritual leadership of the Brooklyn sang-
ha. Shugen moved into one of the upstairs 
rooms, and his unobtrusive but imperturbable  
presence immediately anchored the com-
munity. A few months later, senior monastic 
Yukon came down to help manage the day-to-
day affairs. His playful and loving way offered 
a point of entry to those who might have been 
put off by the austere edge of the Zen tradition. 
And the neighborhood dogs benefited from 
the stash of treats he kept in the first floor coat 
closet.  

Over the next few years, under Shugen 
Sensei’s guidance, we continued much of the 
work that had begun under Myotai Sensei’s 



tenure. Saturday retreats continued to explore 
the Zen Arts, Buddhist Studies, Right Action, 
and the rest of the Eight Gates. The resi-
dency program was expanded, thanks to the 
acquisition of the second floor in late 2003. 
Monthly Earth Initiative meetings explored 
issues of social and environmental justice and 
our interdependence with all beings, sentient 
and insentient. The Beyond Fear of Differences 
project sought to illuminate the ways in which 
we have been conditioned into believing in 
inequalities of race, gender, sexual orienta-
tion, and class, and acting out of those beliefs.  
And daily zazen continued, every morning 
and evening, year after year. 

Whenever Daido Roshi visited the 

Temple, which was seldom more than once or 
twice a year, he used to say: It’s because the fire 
burns that the lotus can bloom. We are truly 
fortunate to have this refuge in the heart of 
Brooklyn, amid all of the madness and beauty 
of the megalopolis. Over the years, countless 
people, recognized and unrecognized, have 
given freely of themselves so that it might be 
available to us. It’s a debt that’s impossible to 
repay, but who could want it otherwise? May 
this formless field of benefaction continue to 
serve all beings for generations to come!

Patrick Yunen Kelly took up formal Zen practice in 
1994. He has been an MRO student since 2001, and 
lived at the Temple from 2007-2008. 
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IN MY EXPERIENCE, THE FRUIT of my speech 
reveals itself in my body. When I express 
myself honestly and sincerely, I feel good—
lighter and more energized. On the other 
hand, if I am dishonest or in some way 
deceptive, I begin to feel ill. My body feels 
heavy and my stomach feels uneasy. 

I find that when my words and actions 
come from an authentic place, I may feel 
more vulnerable and awkward. Yet from this 
place comes a greater confidence, because 
I know that what I am doing is based on 
something real. It is from this place that I 
become able to connect with others.

I believe that the other side of speaking 
truth is listening with the heart. For me, 
this kind of listening is about remembering 

that I deeply want to know the person who 
is before me, and to hear the truth they are 
expressing. When I have truly listened, then 
I can speak. And when I have spoken from 
my own experience, then I can listen.

As I begin to more seriously discern my 
own life path, I am trying to find its most 
authentic expression not just in words but 
also as a lived experience. I want to make 
the most of this life, to discover my deepest 
potential, and to realize its fullest expression 
with everyone. I want my whole life to speak 
the truth, the truth that is not about me, but 
about everyone and everything. 

—James Mannion

Sangha 
Reflections
ON SPEAKING TRUTH



year-old nephew hides his face and gently 
tells me his truth: “I want to hide.” I felt 
it when I cried upon learning that a dear 
friend would soon move. I saw it in the 
face of a homeless woman I gave a dollar to, 
and she said with pure confidence, “You’re 
going to be okay.” I saw it in my niece’s 
face beaming with love during our farewell. 
I felt it when a friend led an Aymara invo-
cation to the Ancestors in Puno. I saw it 
in an Apache Stronghold’s demonstration 
against the selling of ancestral lands to a 
mining company. We witnessed it when 
President Obama sang “Amazing Grace” at 
Reverend Pinckney’s eulogy. I feel it in the 
trees, in the grass, in the mountains, in the 
ocean and while looking at the moon—that 
unhindered expression. I experience it in 
prayer and in long meditations. These are 
reminders that truth exists within us all.

—Danise Malqui

PEOPLE IN MY FAMILY SNORE. I grew up in a 
small bungalow with thin walls, and the 
sound of snoring carried through the whole 
house each night. At first I didn’t think 
much about it, but as I grew older, the 
sound of snoring both troubled and fasci-
nated me. What was the meaning of the 
sound, an utterance related to speech (after 
all, I could still sense the person’s voice 
through their snores, and the unique pace 
of their breath) but devoid of language, 
syntax, message? In a world filled with lan-
guage, could meaning be expressed through 
snoring, screaming, grunting, sighing? And 
if expression does exist in these non-verbal 
sounds, is it more honest, more true than 
the words we consciously speak?

I HAVE RECENTLY NOTICED just how ready I 
am to jump to an argument and support 
the side I feel is right, thinking I’m speak-
ing up on the side of truth. I come from a 
strong family tradition of taking up vigor-
ous debates in order to get to the “truth,” 
but on reflection these heated discussions 
seem to be just for the sake of argument. 
I’ve been aware of this habit, and thought 
it was under control. Recently, I was able to 
see it very clearly, within a very open and 
sharing discussion among a small group of 
local MRO students. It was quite painful to 
see how quickly I had been swept up in my 
views and got carried away on a righteous 
crusade. In that moment, I thought I was 
right, and wrong views needed correcting, 
perhaps urgently. I’m so grateful to those 
present for being able to bring me down 
gently simply by their stable presence, and 
in such a way that I was able to see myself, 
to reflect on the energy that was stirred up 
inside and how terrible it felt to react in 
that way. It showed to me once again the 
power of the sangha.

—Tom Phillpotts

THE TRUTH IS SOMETHING I relate to voice 
and expression—I often pray for help in 
finding my voice, my truth. At times bur-
ied within a pile of thoughts and second 
guesses, the truth is something I experience 
at the gut level, inside my core, beyond 
whatever is conditioned. I imagine that it’s 
beyond this one body, this one experience, 
and that it is an unfettered expression of 
an indelible merging with the absolute or 
god. It’s there when I hear the bubbling 
of genuine laughter. Or when my three-

Daido, Tetsugen Bernie Glassman, 
and Joan Yushin Derrick

Daido, Bernie Glassman (Tetsugen), and Yushin
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Since moving to New York, I’ve become 
attuned to a whole soundscape of non-
verbal human expressions. Children shout 
and laugh on the playground; babies cry 
on the subway. The mailman hums aim-
lessly while he’s delivering mail in my 
building. Listeners make the sound “mmm” 
at a poetry reading, expressing pleasure 
without opening their lips. People cough 
in the zendo, clear their throats, sigh softly 
or mightily. I find something so immedi-
ately, amazingly true about these sounds. 
When I take the time to stop and listen to 
them without judgment, I marvel at their 
simplicity and directness. They bring me 
back to the phenomenon of having a body, 
of being in space, the basic conditions of 
being alive that are so easy to lose sight of.

—Iris Cushing 

CHRIS WAS OUR HALFBACK. I was the fullback. 
My job was to lead him, protect him, though 
he was not necessarily bound to follow me. 
I didn’t really know him before; I knew of 
him. He was the most elusive runner I’d 
ever seen. Chris is black. I’m not. Because 
I didn’t know him, I’d just assumed we were 
different. Some time after having “done bat-
tle” together, sacrificing who we thought we 
were for a larger shared purpose, I was moved 
and honored when he looked me in the eye 
and said, “You my nigga.” I knew what he 
meant, and he knew that I understood.

The last time I saw Chris was ten years 
ago at an annual ritual of alumni-tackle 
football without pads. I had heard about 
his accident. When I actually saw him in 
the wheelchair, I was unprepared for my 
emotional response. He’d been paralyzed in 

a car crash. He wasn’t ever going to walk 
again, let alone play ball. He asked me what 
I was up to. Sheepishly, I told him that I was 
moving to live in a Zen Buddhist monastery. 
He told me that after his accident, Buddhist 
monks would come to his hospital bed and 
put their hands on his legs and chant. He 
knew what I meant, and I knew that he 
understood. 

—Anonymous

SOMETHING IN THE PLANS had gone awry and 
Mom wasn’t home like I thought she would 
be. Which meant that she was either at 
school looking for me or she’d left without 
me. I’d caught a ride home so I could be 
there a few minutes before the after-school 
bus usually arrived since Mom wanted to 
leave as early as possible to beat the traffic. 
Terrified that I might have done something 
wrong and deeply ashamed that the soon-
to-arrive neighborhood kids would see me 
locked out of my own house, I hid in the 
bushes by the porch. And I prayed. I prayed 
that the other kids wouldn’t see me and I 
prayed that my mom wouldn’t be mad at me. 
I prayed that she would come home and find 
me and I prayed that she wouldn’t, because 
how could I explain why I was hiding in the 
bushes?

I don’t know much about “speak-
ing truth,” but I know it’s different than 
this. This is what keeping silent and lying 
feel like—enmeshed in shame and fear. 
Sometimes I still feel like I am hiding in the 
bushes afraid of being seen—even by those 
who could be allies or who would trust my 
good intentions. 

—Leah Ceperley

Kyodo &  Daido 
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IT IS DIFFICULT TO SPEAK the truth, but it I 
think it is even more difficult to know the 
truth.  I am not taking about the ultimate 
Truth we all pursue in our Buddhist prac-
tice, but what is true about ourselves in 
daily life. I have learned that I can hide the 
truth about myself from myself. It is surpris-
ingly easy to do. 

Yesterday, I was talking on the telephone 
to my grandson, who had spent the day at 
soccer camp. He was clearly exhausted, 
and I was voicing my sympathy on the 
telephone, to the extent of suggesting that 
maybe he could skip camp the next day. 
Hearing me go on, my husband bellowed 
from the next room, “You stay out of it!”  
My immediate thought was, “No, I’m right. 
You are wrong to speak to me that way; 
you don’t know the situation.” As my mind 
hurried to justify my actions, my feelings of 
anger and hurt reinforced my sense of being 
bullied. In this state, I was utterly incapable 
of seeing what I was able to see upon reflec-
tion, that I was wrong to undermine my 
son-in-law, who had arranged for his son to 
go to soccer camp.

Years ago, a philosophy colleague who 
had taken up the question “how can people 
lie to themselves?” taught me how self-
justifying thoughts and feelings can blind 
a person to the truth about themselves. It 
is one of the most valuable lessons I have 
learned in my life.

—Lyn Mattoon

BEFORE I MET MY PARTNER, I didn’t think 
I had a particular problem with speaking 
truth. But as our relationship deepened, it 
became clear that speaking the simplest, 
most everyday truths, even to myself, had 

actually eluded me for years. Truths like “I 
am angry”; “I need some time alone”; “I am 
afraid”.

As a result, I acted out in ways that were 
hurtful to my partner and frustrating and 
confusing for me. I saw that I needed to 
learn to feel safe enough with myself to at 
least have honest internal communication 
about my thoughts and feelings. I remember 
sitting in zazen facing a blank wall, saying 
to myself, “I am listening to you. Whatever 
you have to tell me, I will hold it,” and 
realizing that in more than five years of 
practice, I had never truly said that to 
myself before.

Once I began putting energy into sim-
ply speaking my own truths to myself and 
learning to hear them, many areas in my 
life opened up. Truths about myself and my 
experience became much less unacceptable 
and scary to me, and as I embraced them 
in myself, I was much more able to see and 
embrace them with compassion in others 
around me.

—Finn Schubert

MY WORK AS A PLANNER has long involved 
issues of sustainable community develop-
ment, occurring mainly in group settings 
and meetings where participants look into 
“the future” and examine paths from pres-
ent to a new position, assessing new plan 
choices not yet made. Climate change 
has shown to be a real barrier gate, with 
responses veering from despair and denial 
to the technical fix (travel by hybrid, 
green purchases), nice measures with pass-
ing effect on our relation to our planet 
home’s care. 

As my practice unfolds in these settings, 
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I’m finding it very helpful to sit outside the 
agenda of meetings, trying to be fully present 
in each situation by putting aside my experi-
ence, credentials and place on the program 
to center myself. My “speaking truth” starts 
by shutting up and not trying to appear 
smart. This frees me to look for when and 
where Right Speech and an honest portrayal 
of the situation can potentially connect ideas 
and focus on the essence of the issue at hand. 
Speaking truth in such settings involves 
listening before speaking out. Post-session, I 
reflect upon my own conduct and speech and 
its effect on the gathering. Looking at speech 
in terms of the precepts serves as a guide to 
further hone my practice.

—John Dosei Nettleton

RECENTLY MY LITTLE BOY had an adverse reac-
tion to a vaccination. I experienced intense 
distress. My conscience made it necessary 
to speak out and warn other parents. There 
is currently hot debate and strongly divided 
opinion around the practice of vaccination. 
It was interesting to go from being in the 
majority camp to being an advocate for a 
minority that is often persecuted, ridiculed 
and bullied. 

In “speaking truth,” my verbal expression 
harmonizes with and emerges from my inner-
most reality. Typically, this is a radiant, alive 
and joyful place to speak from. However 
at times I need to hold strong, generate a 
boundary, ward off or act protectively. It’s an 
interesting edge for me. 

I became trapped in an abusive relation-
ship some years back due to an underdevel-
oped sense of self-protection and boundary 
holding. Becoming a mother has been an 

incredible gateway for me in terms of devel-
oping the capacity to speak truth, even if 
that truth is uncomfortable. I’ve come to 
understand that true compassion has a pro-
tective dimension and is a formidable force 
to be reckoned with. So long as I stay aligned 
with clarity and use language to illuminate, I 
can trust that voice. 

—Susanna Topp

SISTER MARY ELIZABETH GAVE ME an early 
introduction to one aspect of truth in the 
first grade. She went child by child asking if 
each of us wanted to be in an upcoming pro-
cession. When she got to me, nearly at the 
end alphabetically, I was the first to say “no.” 
This flustered her so she asked again. I decid-
ed she was right, I hadn’t given it adequate 
thought so I paused, reconsidered my press-
ing six-year-old’s agenda and decided that in 
fact I had been correct: “no” was the answer.

I wound up being in the procession after 
a puzzling process I won’t go into here, but I 
also acquired a bit of conditioning regarding 
the nature of truth. The lesson seemed to 
have to do with recognizing when the ques-
tion you’re being asked isn’t really a question 
and when an answer from the heart isn’t 
what’s expected or welcomed. 

Here, however, in Zen practice, a response 
from the heart is expected. The teacher’s 
voice urges, “Trust yourself.” I practice con-
necting over and over with something deep, 
something beyond the entanglements of 
opinion, conflict, and relative truths. When 
I get there, the six-year-old in me smiles and 
nods. 

—Mark Joshin Woodhouse
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PEMA CHODRON POINTS TO the fundamental 
ambiguity of being human that causes us 
to “scramble for certainty.” This notion of 
gaining ground under my feet occurs when I 
try to find certainty only to discover perfec-
tion does not bring certainty, control does 
not bring certainty, truth does not bring cer-
tainty and money does not bring certainty. 
My mind searches for relief from discomfort 
and jumps from one perceived solution to 
the next—“if only I can have another cup of 
coffee, a quick workout, check Facebook, or 
text a friend. . . relief will surely be mine.” 
Knowing any relief is temporary does not 
concern me. When I turn in and locate the 
emotion, the source of the discomfort and 
allow it to flood my body and my mind, I 
do not find relief. I find my tender self, the 
painful part of existing as a human that I 
cannot escape but that I want to understand.

—Anonymous

IT’S NO MERE ACCIDENT that my place of prac-
tice is called Doshinji: The Way of Reality 
Temple. Reality and veracity are my religion 
and my constant challenge. They are also a 
big part of my profession. As a documentary 
filmmaker and occasional video journalist, 
I’m charged by my own mission and the 
expectations of potential viewers to reveal 
truth. Yet as soon as I begin to tell a story, 
I am confronted with the question, “Whose 
truth?” I can really only tell my truth, as 
I understand the situation. Although the 
journalistic tradition calls for impartiality, 
I can only reveal what has been revealed 
to me through research, conversation and 
reflection. My practice is to see the com-
plexities and proceed ahead, clearly recog-

nizing that my own latent myopia, prefer-
ences, and karma accompany me. 

Occasionally, as I sit down with an inter-
view subject, they make a tongue-in-cheek 
comment about how I’ll doubtlessly edit 
the interview to suit my needs or, more pro-
vocatively, my agenda. I’m always caught off 
guard by such accusations because, the fact 
is, they are correct. When I tell the person 
that I have not yet decided how I personally 
feel about an issue, even if I already have 
a strong sense of it, I am affirming my own 
obligation. I am reminding myself—even as 
I assure them—that I do not possess all the 
facts, that I must hear their side completely 
and give it credence before presenting the 
whole narrative to others.

This openness, which I genuinely trace 
back to my practice on the cushion, has 
changed the way I see the world. It has also 
altered what I call the world when I record 
bits of it and reflect it back for others to see.

—JL Aronson

ACCORDING TO MERRIAM WEBSTER, truth can 
be thought of as being a spiritual reality—the 
body of real things, or an idea that is accepted 
as true. If I welcome this definition, which I 
do, how then do I actually speak my truth?

Speaking truth requires that I discover 
and discern my voice and then corroborate 
this with my intentions and aspirations. This 
includes my cascading thoughts, motivations, 
actions and words. Are the truths I hold 
wholesome, truthful and helpful?

If I recognize truth by its internal reso-
nance, then part of my practice is to become 
aware of when I’m not thinking, speaking, or 
acting in accord with my truth. It’s crucial 
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that I consider what turns me away from the 
truth, what sends me clinging to attachments 
and untruths. When I release this clinging 
and enjoin with my truth, I find refuge and 
freedom. This encourages me to speak my 
truth even if I feel unsteady. As social activist 
Maggie Kuhn said, “Speak your mind even if 
your voice shakes”.

Speaking truth also requires that I have a 
solid faith in and love for myself, which allows 
me to connect with the boundless truth that 
is ever-present and always available. When 
I am able to allow self-kindness to dovetail 
with my common humanity, everything is 
illuminated and the gift of truth of revealed.

—Jude Dinan

SITTING HERE STARING AT this white expanse, I 
long to unfurl myself into words. In the end, 
the only thing that deeply interests me are 
the things left unsaid, which slip past the 
sentinels of speech and resist being sentenced 
into sound. That space between each space; 
those interstices that mark the boundaries 
of our words, like the grace notes of blue sky 
dancing amidst leaves dappled in spring light.

Like everyone, I have carved out my 
secret caves and hidden fortresses, my buried 
treasures and magical worlds. And there I 
have entrusted those parts of myself that are 
the most fragile and delicate, those parts most 
in need of protection and safe passage. That 
is where I have put those things I am most 
afraid to tell of. But to ever widen my world, 
to be able to pour myself more fully into life, 
I will also need to help create those spaces 
that empower and allow all our stories to be 
voiced and heard. Yet we still must stay in 
touch with what escapes all telling, escapes 

the defining of a self, and thereby connects 
us to all things. And it is to that silence that 
I am dedicated, truth be told.

—Sarah Sands

I BEGAN “SPEAKING TRUTH TO POWER” when 
I was a child coming to the defense of my 
younger sister against our older siblings. I was 
about seven years old, so I guess what we see 
as “powerful” is relative, but they did bully 
her and she was the sweet one. I was the 
difficult one; it was a role that I inhabited 
dramatically. As I grew older and became a 
civil rights lawyer, my voice became more 
articulate, but my outrage over injustice was 
palpable: I was intolerant of intolerance. The 
distance between myself and those I consid-
ered adversaries was vast.

Then I encountered Gandhi’s teaching, 
and later, Zen practice. Gandhi showed me 
what love is, what acting out of love could 
look like, and how to speak the truth with 
force and clarity, but without the churning 
anger. He showed me how to see struggles 
against oppression in a longer light; how to 
get off the emotional rollercoaster that comes 
in a law practice filled with defeats and rare 
victories.

My Zen practice challenges me to close 
the space between myself and what I per-
ceived as power. I can no longer rest com-
fortably in a shallow sense of superiority or 
point a condemning finger. Now, I listen. I 
listen more than I speak. And when I speak—
because if there is an injustice, we still must 
speak—I see myself as being in the problem 
completely. I am cause, I am effect, I am  
solution. 

—Sandy Del Valle



In 1968, sev-
eral years into 
our exploration 
of space, human-
kind was first 
given a glimpse 
of our own home. 
Until that time, 
we explored the 
terrestrial habitat 
while sometimes 
imagining what a 
cosmic perspec-
tive might reveal. 
The first images 
we then received 

of our own planet, as a whole, and as a 
fragile blue marble hovering in the void, 
was perspective-shifting, to say the least. 
Planetary, a new documentary essay by Guy 
Reid, employs stunning visual imagery, an 
enchanting score, and over two dozen inter-
views to draw connections between that 
moment and its relevance to consciousness 
and our global ecological crises.

Planetary is akin, and yet divergent from, 
the vast library of environmentally-con-
cerned films to have emerged over the past 
decades. Those stories brought audiences' 
attention to the damage we've all done to the 
air and water, to fragile ecosystems, defense-
less species, and to our own bodies. This film 
mentions those issues in order to set the con-

text. But like the astronaut whose perspective 
Planetary invokes, Reid's film takes a giant leap 
into the underlying questions of our fraught 
relationship with mother Earth.

The film asks, what went wrong? At what 
point did we humans decide that our self-ori-
ented actions would have little consequence 
towards the web of life that our ancestors so 
deeply acknowledged? Why do this modernist 
myth and its symptomatic behaviors persist, 
even in the face of contradicting scientific 
evidence? What has been lost and what is the 
corrective?

Planetary proceeds to make a rational case, 
almost legalistically, that meditation and other 
non-dual traditions are the key to our dilem-
ma.The interview subjects in the film cumu-
latively and individually making this point. 
They range from those insightful astronauts, 
to world-renowned scientists, environmental-
ists, philosophers, indigenous elders, and major 
figures in Western Buddhism, particularly Zen.
What impressed me most about Planetary was 
the way the film seamlessly progresses, build-
ing on arguments by such figures as physicist 
Peter Russell, National Geographic explorer 
Elizabeth Kapu'uwailani Lindsey, and environ-
mentalists Bill McKibben and Paul Hawken, 
before landing on folks like the Gyalwang 
Karmapa, Roshi Joan Halifax and Joanna 
Macy. Their conclusion: in order to fully com-
prehend that the Earth (to say nothing of the 
cosmos) is one single ecosystem, and that all 
our individual actions contribute to the whole, 
and to live by that understanding, one needs 
to cultivate qualities like compassion, empa-
thy, and mindfulness through the time-tested 
methods of meditation.

This will come as little shock to those of us 
who have sought out zazen to address our own 
unique disconnects with the fabric of reality. In 

Planetary
(2015)

Directed by Guy Reid
Available for rent or download 

through Vimeo
www.WeArePlanetary.com



fact, the film’s thesis echoes the MRO’s five year 
old Green Dragon Environmental Initiatives, 
which have led practitioners through a path of 
environmental engagement—broadly speak-
ing—rooted in our Bodhisattva vows and, fun-
damentally, in our practice of bearing witness. 
What makes Planetary noteable, beyond its 
aggregation of so many respected figures, is its 
eloquent articulation of both the crucial need 
in our time for deep (re)connection, and the 
argument for meditation as the irreplaceable 
path towards that end. Put simply, the film’s 
high production value and reasoned assertions 
make it a high water entry in the mainstream-
ing of mindfulness. 

Planetary lands on an upward note that 
gets to the core of the matter. Specifically, 
how can a non-conceptual view, gleaned from 
meditative practices, lead to our being greater 
stewards of the Earth? Hozan Alan Senauke 
of the Berkeley Zen Center states, we need 
“to recognize interconnection rather than to 
succumb to this isolation. To experience that 
interconnection we need to be curious about 
the world.” 

Tibetan teacher Anam Thubten suggests 
that meditation starts with that curiosity and, 
when coupled with humility, yields a sense of 
awe and even sacredness. “When we experi-
ence that,” he says, “we can experience love 
for all things.” Environmental writer Barry 
Lopez agrees: “Awe can bring an undreamed of 
politics and understanding.” 

Yet the voices in the film also recognize that 
getting people to embrace selflessness requires 
an uphill marketing battle. It comes down to 
competing narratives. Author, teacher and 
activist Joanna Macy, summing up her core 
philosophy, states, “There are three stories we 
need to choose from. One is business as usual; 
the industrial growth society. The second story 

is told by the people who look beneath the 
business as usual and see all the destruction 
brought about by current policies... We call 
that the great unraveling. The third nar-
rative is the great turning, the movement 
to change things.”  Philosopher Charles 
Eisenstein echoes this sentiment. “Normal 
has to seem unsustainable,” he asserts. “We 
have to plant the seeds of a new story.” With 
tasteful direction and a lot of helping hands, 
Reid’s film is one such seed, brimming with 
inspiration for a new kind of normal.



“This volume 
was conceived by 
His Holiness to 
promote greater 
mutual understand-
ing among Buddhists 
worldwide.” With 
that opening aspira-
tion, His Holiness 
the Dalai Lama and 
Thubten Chodron, 
an American nun in 
the Tibetan tradition 
and author of several 
well-regarded books, 

proceed to delineate the various canonical 
teachings and practices of Buddhism. 

Rather than the standard division of 
Theravada and Mahayana, His Holiness and 
Thubten Chodron divide Buddhist doctrine 
into the P�li and Sanskrit traditions, the for-
mer relying on the original sutras and texts, 
and the latter incorporating later sutras and 
commentaries. The book begins (curiously 
as does our Fusatsu ceremony) with taking 
refuge in the Three Jewels, the Four Noble 
Truths, and the precepts. It then proceeds 
into meditation practice, emptiness, depen-
dent arising, the paramitas, and awakening 
and nirvana. For each of these topics, the 
authors compare the teachings of the P�li and 
the Sanskrit paths.

This is a dense book. The authors cover 

a remarkable breadth of topics, the writing 
is detailed and heavy with terminology, and 
the book as a whole appears geared toward 
readers familiar with Buddhist theory and 
practice. For an example of the level of detail 
and nuance the book achieves, when discuss-
ing the Four Noble Truths Thubten Chodron 
and His Holiness break each truth down into 
four attributes, each of which is discussed for 
both traditions. Similarly, each path of the 
eightfold path is treated in its mundane and 
supramundane aspects, again for each tradi-
tion. The section on dependent origination 
presents two types of origination and two 
levels of dependence, one of which has two 
sub-levels…and that’s just the Sanskrit part. 
I would not recommend this book as a first 
book on Buddhism, or for people looking for 
a basic foothold for establishing a meditation 
practice. 

As a Zen practitioner within a sec-
ular and progressive American culture, I 
found His Holiness and Thubten Chodron’s 
orthodoxy a challenge The authors take the 
sutras’ accounts of the Buddha’s supernatural 
powers, such as clairvoyance, literally, cit-
ing scripture as proof. Likewise, the authors 
contend that the “supernormal powers” of 
a bodhisattva, such as manifesting in mul-
tiple places simultaneously, passing through 
walls, walking on water, and changing the 
size of their bodies are not products of myth-
making, but rather the factual and verifiable 
results of “deep concentration.” Rebirth is 
assumed to be true. Monastic celibacy is a 
given (“there is no such thing as ‘a monastic 
with a spouse’!”). And while the authors 
advocate the ordination of women, they also 
state that a supporting condition for achiev-
ing Buddhahood is being male (although, to 
their credit, they provide an endnote that 

Buddhism: One Teacher,  
Many Traditions 

by His Holiness the Dalai Lama and 
Thubten Chodron

Wisdom Publications, 2014



mentions a school of practice that does not 
have this requirement). 

I found it odd that the word Zen appears 
only once (in the caption to a photograph 
of Zen monks on their begging round), that 
Chan receives treatment in only two sec-
tions, and that koan study—Zen’s unique 
contribution to the vast array of Buddhist 
practice techniques—gets only one sentence 
in the opening survey of Buddhism in various 
countries. Recalling Bodhidharma’s declara-
tion that Zen is  “a special transmission out-
side the scriptures with no reliance on words 
and letters,” I wonder if the authors were 
unable to conceive of how to incorporate 
such a method into their heavily scripture-
based analysis.

Despite these challenges, however, I find 
myself feeling immense gratitude for this 
book. I was humbled, and, truthfully, over-
whelmed, at the complexity and nuance of 
Buddhist thought as it evolved through the 

centuries following the Buddha’s enlighten-
ment. I realize now that I have been content 
with a vague or rudimentary understanding 
of fundamental Buddhist concepts, such as 
emptiness and insight and the skandhas, 
and I appreciate the rigor of His Holiness 
and Thubten Chodron’s minute dissection of 
the subtleties of these areas. It was sobering, 
given Zen’s emphasis on awakening in this 
lifetime, to see the bodhisattva path depicted 
as requiring such mental refinements as can 
only happen over eons of rebirths. And I am 
grateful for the thread that runs through every 
page of this book: the unrelenting imperative 
to drop inherent existence into the acid bath 
of practice, stripping and corroding the ego’s 
supporting framework of erroneous assump-
tions and perceptions. 

The first of the eightfold path is Right 
Understanding. I think the Buddha put that 
first because he realized that the path he was 
offering us is subtle, and that it is possible to 
meditate for years but to still go astray if we 
do not understand what the teachings are 
actually teaching. Buddhism: One Teacher, 
Many Traditions is a difficult and inspiring 
offering to keep us from going astray, from 
settling for a fuzzy appreciation rather than a 
correct understanding of Buddhist concepts, 
or from ignoring teachings that fail to cor-
roborate what we want this path to be. It is 
a rigorous reminder that my practice is hap-
pening within a vast tradition that I need 
to contend with and learn from.

Prabu Gikon Vasan has xxxxxxxxxxxxx

From Buddhism: One 
Teacher, Many Traditions

We identify ourselves as 
the “same” person from 
birth to death and beyond 
because there is a causal 
continuity, not because there 
is a substantial self that holds 
everything together.

—The Dalai Lama &
Thubten Chodron



Mindfulness in 
Action: Making 
Friends with Yourself 
through Meditation 
and Everyday 
Awareness contains 
mostly unpublished 
material from talks 
given by Chögyam 
Trungpa and edited 
by Carolyn Rose 
Gimian. Gimian 
notes, “The idea for 
this book first arose 

in 2009, when I began to connect with more 
and more people who were interested in 
mindfulness, meditation, and the insights 
they offer but were not seeking an affiliation 
with a particular path, teacher, or organiza-
tion.” This book does not dwell on explicitly 
Buddhist teachings but takes up the practice 
of mindfulness more broadly. As such, it has 
quite a lot to offer. And although I would 
recommend anyone new to practice read the 
book in order, those with a well-established 
practice can enjoy each section independent-
ly. The book is divided into three sections: 
Making Friends with Yourself, Foundations 
of Mindfulness, and Mindfulness in Action. 
Each section has several chapters.
The first section, Making Friends with 
Yourself, is especially helpful for a new 

practitioner, although as a more seasoned 
practitioner, I nonetheless found it quite 
rich. I am always glad to discover new sup-
plemental “beginning instruction,” since it 
often brings me an “aha!” moment: I real-
ize I’ve let some detail fall by the wayside, 
something that feels familiar and useful, 
but not part of my current practice. In this 
book, it was the instruction to focus more 
on the out breath. Gimian notes that this 
was often in Trungpa’s instruction to his 
students, but, as far as she knows, not yet 
in print. This emphasis on the out breath 
comes from the Tibetan practice of mix-
ing mind and breath, or mixing mind and 
space. Reminded of this, I now find that 
when I catch my mind spinning stories, 
this simple practice of focusing on the out 
breath brings me right back to the moment. 
I find it especially helpful in the midst of 
daily life. Also, Trungpa’s emphasis on mak-

Mindfulness in Action: 
Making Friends with Yourself Through 

Meditation and Everyday Awareness
by Chogyam Trungpa

edited by Carolyn Rose Gimian
Shambhala Publications, 2015



ing friends with one self so that compassion 
flows naturally was medicine for me. I have 
a tendency to push myself harder than is 
useful, so it’s helpful to be reminded to 
allow for gentleness. The middle way does 
require effort, and gentleness as well!
The second section, Foundations of 
Mindfulness is best read in order as it all 
comes from a single retreat. The last sec-
tion, Mindfulness in Action, delves deeper 

into what comes up as one continues to 
practice and begins to see through the ego’s 
defenses. 
I would particularly recommend this book 
to anyone who expresses an interest in 
meditation or mindfulness, but who is not 
yet ready to commit to any one path or 
teacher. It was written for those “who want 
to explore mindfulness through the prac-
tice of meditation and also apply medita-
tive insight in their lives.” The teachings 
are open to all faiths and disciplines, and 
though Trungpa gives instruction in medi-
tation, he also encourages the reader to 
continue whatever practices they have cul-
tivated and found helpful. Throughout the 
book, I enjoyed the simple language and 
gentle reminders of lessons I have already 
heard, but not necessarily practiced.
As I read this, I could not help but wonder 
at what I know of Trungpa’s personal life 
and its effect on his teachings. It seems 
clear that he  had some deep flaws as an 
individual and as a dharma teacher, yet he 
played such a significant role in bringing 
mindfulness and Buddhism to the West. 
To me, his questionable behavior does not 
negate the power of his teachings, and the 
paradox that a flawed human can also be a 
great teacher feels timely. Trungpa taught, 
“When your journey is informed by medita-
tive insight, then whatever happens in life 
becomes living insight. Situations them-
selves begin to act as reminders. They shake 
you, they slow you down, they warn you, or 
they may inspire you.”

Jen Sanford has xxxxxxxxxx

From Mindfulness in Action
Edited by Carolyn Rose Gimian

If we label ourselves as hopeless cases 
or see ourselves as villains, there is no 
way to use our own experience as a 
stepping-stone. If we take the attitude 
that there is something wrong with 
us, we must constantly look ourside 
ourselves for something better than we 
are. That search can continue indefi-
nitely, on and on and on. 

In contrast to that approach, medi-
tation is contacting our actual situa-
tion, the raw and rugged state of our 
mind and being. No matter what is 
there, we should look at it. It is similar 
to building a long-term friendship with 
someone. 

—Chogyam Trungpa
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VERMONT AFFILIATES

— BURLINGTON  
Bob Tokushu Senghas, MRO  (802) 985-9207  rsenghas@uuma.org
— MONTPELIER

Michael Joen Gray, MRO  (802) 456-1983  grhayes1956@comcast.net

PHILADELPHIA AFFILIATE 
Paul Kyudo McCarthy, MRO  phillyzen@gmail.com

BUFFALO AFFILIATE

Ray Eigen Ball, MRO and Gwen Coe, MRO  (716) 655-1856  coeball@mac.com

NEW ZEALAND AFFILIATES

—AUCKLAND  
Monica Seisho van Oorschot, MRO  (09) 636-6086  aukland@zen.org.nz
—CHRISTCHURCH  
Shayne Chosei Crimp, MRO  (03) 942-3563  christchurch@zen.org.nz
—NELSON 
Graham Houn Snadden, MRO  (03) 548-4619  nelson@zen.org.nz 
—WELLINGTON 
Rachel Furyo Stockwell, MRO  (04) 977-6460  wellington@zen.org.nz 
—MANAWATU 
Peter Jolly, MRO (06) 356-8811  manawatu@zen.org.nz

PRISON AFFILIATES

—Green Haven Correctional Facility, Great Meadow Correctional Facility, Woodbourne 
Correctional Facility, Shawangunk Correctional Facility, Wende Correctional Facility

The following groups offer regular opportunities for zazen, but are not directly affiliated with the MRO.

AUGUSTA, ME — Christopher Shosen York, MRO  (207) 622-9433  christopheryork8@gmail.com 
WAYNE, PA — Joe Kenshu Mieloch, MRO  (610) 933-0594   jmieloch@rcn.com
OTTSVILLE, PA — Pam Jinshin Dragotta, MRO  (215) 882-1924   pdragotta92@gmail.com
SPRINGFIELD, VT — Bettina Krampetz  (802) 464-2006  normpetz@sover.net 
WHITESBURG, GA — Sybil Seisui Thomas, MRO  (770) 834-9615  syllabil@aol.com

DIRECTORY OF MRO AFFILIATE GROUPS 

These informal groups offer practitioners who live locally an opportunity to come together for zazen, as well 
as for periodic retreats and intensives with visiting MRO teachers and senior students. These groups are led 
by MRO students and follow MRO training guidelines. For more information please contact the coordinator.
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Dharma discourses
and interviews from the Mountains and 

Rivers Order.

 Selected programs on religion, the environ-
ment, social issues, and the arts. 

web radio 
www.wzen.org

Auckland Sitting Group  
Monica Seisho van Oorschot 

 (09) 6366-086
 

Wellington Sitting Group 
Rachel Furyo Stockwell

(04) 977-6460
 

Nelson Sitting Group  
Graham Houn Snadden 

(03) 548-4619
 

Christchurch Sitting Group  
Shayne Chosei Crimp

(03) 9423563

 
Zen Institute of New Zealand

Zen Mountain Monastery 
Affiliate  

Centers

Buffalo Zen Dharma Community

Society of Mountains and Rivers
Affiliate Group

Meets regularly on Tuesdays
at Westminster Presbyterian Church
724 Delaware Avenue, Buffalo, NY

7:00-9:45 PM

All newcomers are welcome to our Monthly 
Introduction to Zazen
First Tuesday at 6:40

Check the website for updates
www.BuffaloZen.org

Please contact
Ray Eigen Ball

contact@buffalozen.org
716-393-2936
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Centers

Dzogchen Meditation Center

4 Armstrong Way
West Bath ME 04530

(207) 607 3392
www.dzogchenmeditation.com

September 11 to 20
Dzogchen Retreat with Sangnag Tenzin Rinpoche

Longchenpa’s “Finding comfort and ease in the essence of mind”
During this 10 day intensive we will receive direct oral instructions on the practice of Dzogchen from Tulku 
Sangngag Tenzin Rinpoche a holder of the Dzogchen wisdom tradition.  Rinpoche will be teaching from the 

profound instructions of Longchenpa called ""Finding Comfort and Ease in Meditation."  Cost including room 
and board is 595.00

October 23rd to October 30th 
Dzogchen Retreat with Changling Rinpoche

Khenpo Gangshar's "Naturally Liberating Whatever You Meet, Instructions to 
Guide You on the Profound Path."

During this 7 day retreat we will engage in the study and practice of Khenpo Gangshar's profound pith 
intstructions guided by the Venerable Changling Rinpoche.  Changling Rinpoche is the head of the Shedra or 

Monastic College at Shechen Monastery holding the post once held by Khenpo Gangshar.  He is known for 
his humor and depth.  He is also fluent in English and is able to connect the profound wisdom of the Tibetan 

buddhist teachings with contemporary western life. Cost including room and board is $495.00

December 4  to December 6
Vajrayogini Tummo: Lighting the Fire of Nondual Wisdom 

Restricted to Vajrayogini Practitioners
During this weekend retreat we will explore the practice of inner heat which is central to the sadhana 

practice of Vajrayogini. “What the body experiences as blissful heat, the mind is experiencing as its own 
pristine, clear, luminous nature.  Focus the mind one pointedly in the blissful experience of clear light.  Clear 
light nature of mind as the reflection of timeless and boundless truth.  Existence has no limit, no beginning, 

no distinctions.  It is beyond birth and death.”  Ngawang Chodak. 
Cost including room and board is $250.00

Three Month Residential Work/Study Programs—Three Month Summer Seminary—Month 
Long January Dathun—Advanced Dzogchen and Mahamudra Retreats.

Following the Pith Instructions of Trungpa Rinpoche and The Vajra Regent Osel Tendzin
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Publications

Zen Wisdom

144 pages 16 11

"�TZTUFNBUJD�BQQSPBDI�UP�
NBLJOH�JOUFMMJHFOU�VTF�PG�PVS�
MJWFT��GPSHFU�UIF�TFMG�MJWF�NPSF�
GVMMZ�GPS�PUIFST�BOE�GJOE
IBQQJOFTT�EFFQ�XJUIJO�

i5IJT�XFMDPNF�OFX�WPJDF�JO
"NFSJDBO�QVCMJTIJOH�
EFNPOTUSBUFT�XJUI�TQBSLMJOH�
DMBSJUZ�IPX�#VEEIJTU�XJTEPN�DBO�
BEESFTT�MJGF�T�NPTU�QSFTTJOH�
RVFTUJPOT�w
�1VCMJTIFST�8FFLMZ

248 pages 1 11
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QSBDUJDF�
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176 pages 16 11
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wisdompubs.org   |   1-800-272-4050 Wisdom is a 501(c)3 nonprofi t organization.

Mountain Record readers save 20% at wisdompubs.org. 
Use coupon code RMWP09 by November 30.
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 Services

Phoenicia Pharmacy

41 Main Street

Phoenicia, NY 12464

(845) 688-2215
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Services
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Services

Have your face framed at

VISIONEXCEL
...where eyewear 

 is an art

Eye Examinations  
& Gift Certificates Available

1636 Ulster Ave.   
Lake Katrine, NY 12449

845-336-6310  
(800) 724-0376

Jodie Seisho Garay
Licensed RE Salesperson 
(Licensed as Jodie Lutzner Garay)

m: 646.675.0937
o:  212.941.2622
jodie.garay@corcoran.com

Corcoran Group—Soho
490 Broadway 
New York, NY 10012

 The Corcoran Group is a licensed real estate broker. Owned and operated by NRT LLC.
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Susan Wilder, Ph.D.
Psychologist

(516) 747-5352

138 Nassau Boulevard
West Hempstead
New York 11552

Mark Finn, PhD

Clinical Psychology
Individual and Marital

914-997-0732

Manhattan
530 West End Avenue

NYC
and

34 South Broadway
White Plains, NY

Services



SUBSCRIBE!
Paper subscription: $32/year—new/gift subscriptions: $26

Digital subscription: $25/year
Paper and digital: $45/year

Call the Monastery Store at 845 688-7993
Email us at support@dharma.net

or visit monasterystore.org/mountainrecord
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