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The Buddha-body is also like this:
It cannot be conceived;
Its various physical forms
Appear in all lands in the cosmos.

—The Avatamsaka Sutra
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One Single Thing
by John DaiDo Loori roshi



The Tao cannot be conveyed by either words or 
silence. In that state, which is neither speech 
nor silence, its transcendental nature may be 
apprehended. 

— Chuang Tzu

According to Chuang Tzu, the tran-
scendental nature of reality can-
not be apprehended and conveyed 

unless we can attain the state that is neither 
speech nor silence. Before we realize that 
state, we’re dealing only with the shadows, 
derivatives, and echoes of reality. 

Imagine if you will a universe in which 
all things have a mutual identity. They all 
have an interdependent origination. When 
one thing arises, all things arise simultane-
ously, and everything has a mutual causal-
ity. What happens to one thing happens to 
the entire universe. Imagine a universe that 
is self-creating, self-maintaining, and a self-
defining organism, a universe in which all 
its parts and the totality are a single entity. 
All of the pieces and the whole thing are at 
once one single thing. 

This description of reality is not some 
kind of holistic hypothesis or some kind 
of idealistic dream. It’s your life, and it’s 
my life. The life of a mountain, the life of 
a river, the life of a blade of grass, a spider 
web, the Brooklyn Bridge. These things 
are not “related” to each other, they’re not 
“part” of the same thing, they’re not “simi-
lar.” Rather, they’re identical to each other, 
in every respect. 

Consider that experiment that took place 
in quantum physics and was conducted in 
Geneva, Switzerland. Researchers took a 
pair of photons, very small particles, and 
sent them along optical fibers in opposite 
directions to sensors in two villages north 
and south of Geneva. Reaching the ends of 

John Daido Loori Roshi
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the fibers the photons were forced to make 
a random choice between alternatively and 
equally possible pathways. And since it’s 
expected there’s no way for photons to com-
municate with each other, classical physics 
predicted that one photon’s choice of a path 
would have no relationship or effect on the 
other photon’s choice. But when the results 

were examined, the independent decisions 
by the pairs of photons always matched and 
complemented each other exactly, even 
though there was no physical way for them 
to relay information back and forth. If there 
was communication, it would have had to 
exceed the speed of light, which according 
to Einstein is impossible.

Time and space are a single reality, exist-
ing right here now. Remember Dogen’s 
teaching in Dotoku. “Expression of the 
truth now and insight of former times are 
a single track, and they are ten thousand 
miles apart.” So a present expression of 
the truth is furnished with the insights of 
former times, and the insights of former 
times are furnished with the present expres-
sion of the truth. And it’s for this reason 
that expression of the truth exists now and 
insights exist now. Effort now continues to 
be directed by the expression of the truth 
itself and by insight itself.

Each photon knew what was happening 
to its distant twin and mirrored the twin’s 
response. This took place in less than a 
thousandth of the time a light beam would 
have needed to carry the news from one 

place to another. The connection and the 
correlation between the two particles was 
instantaneous; they were behaving as if they 
were one reality. The experiment indicated 
that long-range connections exist between 
quantum events and that these connections 
do not rely on any physical mediums. The 
connections are immediate and reach from 

one end of the universe to the other. Spacial 
distance does not interfere or diminish this 
connectedness of events. 

This interconnectedness of things evi-
denced in the Geneva experiment has been 
part of the Zen teachings for 2,500 years. 
It’s spoken of as the Diamond Net of Indra 
in which all things are interconnected, co-
arising, sharing mutual causality. Every con-
nection in the net is a diamond with many 
facets, and each diamond reflects every 
other diamond in the net and in effect con-
tains every other diamond. You can’t move 
one diamond without affecting all the oth-
ers. And the whole net extends throughout 
all space and time. 

ThiS diamOnd neT is not a metaphor. For 
Zen Buddhists it’s an accurate description of 
reality. It’s a description of what is realized 
in the practice of Zen, that we are totally, 
completely, and intricately interconnect-
ed—interconnected throughout time and 
space. So it’s not just the three dimensions 
of space but the fourth dimension of time 
as well. 

On Mount Gridhrakuta, the Buddha 

Practice means commitment and action. We’re no longer  
observers standing on the sideline; we become participants. 
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addressed an assembly of thousands. He 
didn’t say a word. He picked up a flower 
and held it up for everybody to see. Out 
of the entire assembly only Mahakasyapa, 
one of his disciples, smiled. Noticing 
Mahakasyapa’s smile, the Buddha said, “I 
have the all-pervading truth, the exquisite 
teachings of formless form that has no reli-
ance on words and letters, and I now hand 
it over to Mahakasyapa.” The Buddha gave 
an intimite discourse; Mahakasyapa didn’t 
conceal it. Flowers open in the night of 
falling rain, the valley stream at dawn fills 
with fragrance. 

Mount Gridhrakuta is right here, right 
now. This gesture of the Buddha and the 
answering, the calling and the answering, 
is not the same as the regular calling and 
answering of our normal conversations. 
That’s not intimate talk, what we do nor-
mally. The calling and answering are ripples 
on the surface; they’re not intimate talk 
itself. In intimate talk no communication 
whatsoever can take place. That’s what 
Dogen was talking about.

Communication requires two points, 
something goes from A to B. In intimacy 
there are not two distinct entities, and 
nothing goes from A to B. In the transmis-
sion of wisdom, nothing is transmitted, 
nothing goes from teacher to student. The 
student already has what the teacher has. 
The student already is the teacher. You 
already have what the Enlightened One 
has; it just needs to be awakened, brought 
to life. Intimate talk brings it to life. 

The best we can do is to be always open 
and receptive whether we’re receiving Zen 
teachings, looking at a work of art, or living 
life itself. We can let it in. We can taste it, 
experience it, let it penetrate ourselves, our 

pores, our breathing, our being. This is a 
realm that’s beyond understanding, and it 
has nothing to do with believing. It’s a truth 
that has no teacher; it can only be realized. 

All evil karma ever committed by me since 
of old, on account of my beginningless 
greed, anger, and ignorance, born of my 
body, mouth, and thought, now I atone 
for it all. 

Many of the rites of passage that take 
place in our practice are preceded by this 
Gatha of Atonement. Atonement creates 
a pure and unconditioned state of con-
sciousness. It initiates an attitude of mind 
conducive to entering the rite of passage, a 
mind receptive and open to transformation. 
Out of that pure and unconditioned state of 
consciousness emerges practice. 

Practice is doing, practice means commit-
ment and action. We’re no longer observers 
standing on the sideline; we become partici-
pants. The transformation associated with 
the rite of passage that atonement precedes 
does not take place just because you go 
through the ritual. There needs to be that 
state of consciousness. Raising of conscious-
ness needs to have taken place, otherwise 
the new way of seeing, hearing, feeling, and 
realizing doesn’t happen. 

With practice—the doing, the commit-
ment, which is the action—there comes 
discovery and realization. As a result, the 
precepts, or the significance of the rite of 
passage, or the receiving of the teachings, 
comes alive in our life. We make conscious 
in a very personal way the identity of the 
lifestream of the buddhas and ancestors 
with our own lifestream. 
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The exPreSSiOn Of The TruTh now and 
insights of former times are a single track, 
and they are ten thousand miles apart. 
They’re 2,500 years apart. But they’re a sin-
gle track. Then it’s not just the lifestream of 
the buddhas and ancestors and identity with 
our lifestream alone but the lifestream of 
the buddhas and ancestors in identity with 
all sentient beings, which of course includes 
each and every one of us. 
“All evil committed by me since of old.” 

Every cause has an effect and every effect 

is the next cause. But we should always 
appreciate the fact that cause and effect are 
one. They’re not two distinct events. Cause 
doesn’t precede effect and effect doesn’t 
follow cause. This is why karma doesn’t 
move only in one direction; remarkably, it 
moves backward in time and space as well 
as forward in time and space. It permeates 
the ten directions. 

“Because of my beginningless greed, anger, 
and ignorance”—the three poisons. They’re 
the basis of evil karma. Transformed, they 
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We should appreciate this fact thorougly. 
Body language speaks outwardly and inwardly. 
When you clench your fist, when you grit 
your teeth, you create anger mentally and 
physically. When you place your hands in 
the cosmic mudra, you create a state of con-
sciousness that reflects introspection and 
peace. What we do with our bodies is who 
we are. It’s for that reason that the posture 
of zazen is so important. When we bow we 
manifest the body karma of the three vir-
tues. When we gassho we manifest the body 

become the three virtues of compassion, 
wisdom, enlightenment; and these qualities 
are the basis of good karma. They describe 
a way of being in harmony with the nature 
of things. “Born of my body, mouth, and 
thought.” Body, mouth, and thought are 
the spheres of action where karma is cre-
ated, both good karma and evil karma. 
What we do with our bodies, what we do 
with our words, and what we do with our 
thoughts all lead to consequences; all estab-
lish specific karma. 

Georgie Pauwels
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karma of the three virtues. It’s nearly impos-
sible to communicate the meaning of this 
in words. Most of it is a process of personal 
discovery—if you are awake to it. 

Words are also karma. What we say has a 
tremendous impact on our lives and on the 
world around us. When we vow to attain 
the way, we connect with the karma of that 
vow. In chanting the name of the Buddha, 
we are one with the buddha; there’s no sepa-
ration. When our words are motivated by 
compassion or wisdom, they manifest wis-
dom and compassion. When our words are 
motivated by greed, anger, and ignorance, 
that’s what they manifest. 

And then there’s also the elusive karma 
of thought. It’s all too often unrecognized 
that thought in and of itself has the ability 
to transform. Actually, transformation can 
occur in all three of these—body, mouth, 
and thought—but generally we pay very lit-
tle attention to the cause-and-effect power 
of thought. We think it’s a very personal, 
invisible process that nobody knows about. 
The thoughts radiate like signals from a 
telecommunications satellite if someone 
can hear them, perceive them. We project 
what we’re thinking in hundreds of ways. 
What we think touches the world and it 
touches us. 

When the thoughts are self-centered, 
these thoughts become thoughts of greed, 
anger, and ignorance. We end up destroying 
our own bodies and our own lives. This hap-
pens both on an individual and a collective 
level. It’s karma that creates who we are and 
how we live our lives, how we relate to each 
other, and how we relate to ourselves. It’s 
that simple and that important. 

“Now I atone for it all.” Now I am at 
one with it all. Taking full responsibil-

ity for it empowers us to do something 
about it. When atonement takes place with 
the whole body and mind, you’ve created 
the state that is pure and unconditioned. 
Spiritual realization and moral action are 
one reality. They’re co-dependent, just like 
cause and effect. 

enlighTenmenT iS nOT beyOnd good and 
evil. It’s rather a way of using one’s body 
and mind and living one’s life with a 
clear and unequivocal moral commitment. 
Enlightenment is realized and actualized 
not only in the realm of good and evil but 
also within all dualities. And at the same 
time it’s not stained by those dualities. 
When you chant the Gatha of Atonement, 
you enter the practice of that state of con-
sciousness with the whole body and mind. 
And all of the buddhas—past, present, and 
future—are identified with one’s own life, 
one’s own true self. 

“Expression of the truth now and insight 
of former times are a single track, and they 
are ten thousand miles apart.” When your 
mind becomes open, pure, and uncondi-
tioned—through atonement, through zazen, 
through practice—you give life to the 
Buddha. Right here, right now.

John Daido Loori Roshi (1931-2009) was the 
abbot of Zen Mountain Monastery and the founder 
of the Mountains and Rivers Order. He originally 
gave this talk during a Fusatsu (renewal of vows) 
ceremony in 2003.
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is not just a spiritual concept; it is also an 
observable reality. 

As we begin to appreciate the implica-
tions of this truth, we may find our hearts 
growing tender, even raw. What humans 
have done to the Earth touches everything 
and everyone, and it can be downright bru-
tal. Still, it’s only through seeing reality 
clearly that we can begin to address it. We’ve 
included somber reflections on the present 
state of things: Elizabeth Kolbert explains 
that humans have changed the planet so 
much, we’ve created a new geological epoch. 
Wen Stephenson describes climate activists 
working at the intersection of issues—pov-
erty, food security, racism and even domestic 
violence, which spikes after natural disasters. 
Other voices show how love can motivate 
change, like Naomi Klein’s piece about a First 
Nation community rallying to protect their 
homeland, or Geneen Marie Haugen’s reflec-
tion on living in a soul-filled world. 

Although the crisis before us is tremen-
dous, our intention with this series is to stir 
and inspire. Seeing into interdependence, 
we realize that nothing is fixed. When we 
change one thing, especially a root cause, 
then the consequences of that action have 
effects beyond what we can know. If we can 
regard this Earth and all her many beings—
her rivers, rocks, and even refrigerators—as 
we would the most precious of treasures, then 
who can say what kind of healing is possible? 

            Danica Shoan Ankele
                     Managing Editor, Mountain Record

I was working in the Monastery kitchen 
once when a fellow resident lost his tem-
per and kicked the refrigerator . When I 

told Shugen Sensei, head monk at the time, 
he said, “He shouldn’t do that. The refrigera-
tor is a sentient being.” I was baffled. If refrig-
erators were sentient beings, then what else? 
A crack appeared in the wall of my mind. 

This issue of Mountain Record, “Earth 
Treasure,” is the first in a three-part series 
exploring our human relationship to the 
planet. At this point, it’s safe to say that it’s a 
relationship in deep trouble. Climate change 
is undeniable, and its disastrous effects con-
tinue to reveal themselves in gross and subtle 
ways. Shugen Sensei writes, “As practitioners, 
we can see that with every hindrance in the 
mind, a wall is perceived which divides and 
leads to conflict.” The walls we have created 
between what is alive and what isn’t, between 
what matters and what is expendable have 
led to the present emergency. So, how do 
we take them down? In this issue we look at 
Buddhist teachings on interdependence that 
may not only shift our view of the Earth, but 
also illuminate the climate crisis. 

Throughout, the common ground between 
science and Buddhism emerges. Shunryu 
Suzuki Roshi says, “Mind and being are one, 
not different. As there is no limit to cosmic 
being, there is no limit to our mind; our mind 
reaches everywhere.” Physician and research-
er Lewis Thomas echoes this, “We generally 
regard our bodies as ours, distinct from what 
is outside our skin, yet our bodies depend on 
air, water, sunlight…Who can be sure where 
our bodies begin or end?” Interdependence 

Editorial: The Jewel We Call Home
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Eric Parker

Priest Xixian’s “I Am Watching”
True Dharma Eye, Case 227

Main Case

Xixian Faan of Lushan was asked by a government officer, “When I took the 
city of Jinling with an army troop, I killed countless people. Am I at fault?”
Xixian said, “I am watching closely.”

Commentary

Priest Xixian’s response, “I am watching closely,” is at once fatheaded and 
misguided. He has missed an opportunity to cause an evil that has already 
arisen to be extinguished, and to cause good that has not arisen to arise. 
Both he and the general deserve thirty blows of my stick.

Governments and rulers are traditionally driven by power, politics, and 
money, and are usually not inclined toward clear moral commitments. 
However, for a Zen priest to avoid taking moral responsibility when asked is 
inexcusable.

Enlightenment without morality is not yet enlightenment. Morality 
without enlightenment is not yet morality. Enlightenment and morality are 
nondual in the Way. One does not exist without the other. The truth is not 
beyond good and evil as is commonly believed. It is, rather, a way of living 
one’s life with a definite moral commitment that is practiced, realized, and 
verified within the realm of good and evil itself, yet remains undefiled by 
them.

Setting aside impostor priests and phony followers, you tell me, how do 
you transform watching into doing, the three poisons into the three virtues? 
More important, what is it that you call yourself?

Within The Vast Web
Dharma Discourse 

by Geoffrey Shugen Arnold, Sensei
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Mikey A Tucker

Verse

Utterly devoid of abilities, the guide can’t lead;
lost in self-deception, the evil one can’t find his way.

Take off the blinders, set down the pack, and see
beyond god masks and devil masks, there is a Way.
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delusion. At the root is the grasping mind: 
our attachments—clinging, and rejecting. 
An attachment places our desires over 
mind and heart. Through attachment, we 
put ourselves before others, pleasure before 
wellbeing, suffering before compassion, false 
before true. The nature of attachment is to 
grow, to strengthen, to accumulate. This is 
the cycle of samsara. As practitioners, we 
need to be able to open our eye from within 
those attachments, to recognize that we’re 
caught in desire. And we practice releasing 
that desire, so that we see what happens 
when we let our attachments go. We see 
how difficult and painful it is to be bound 
in self-clinging. 

Practicing in accord with the Buddha’s 
teaching, we begin to experience for our-
selves how it’s much more natural and 
effortless to feel empathy, love, and con-
cern. These are the signs of our fundamental 
nature, of Buddha-mind. 

The buddha lefT hOme to live a wan-
derer’s life, yet he had great concern for 
humanity. He opened his door to a wide 
range of people who wanted to encounter 
the Dharma. In addition to teaching those 
of other spiritual traditions and those from 
oppressed sectors of Indian society, it’s well 
documented that there were leaders—very 
prominent, powerful people—who studied 
with him and sought his guidance on mat-
ters of power and governance. He taught the 
importance of social and economic justice, 
not just for the people, but also for the rul-
ers. He taught that to live an unencumbered 
life, we have to strengthen our understand-
ing of and living within moral truth and 

Koans are excellent training for being 
in the world because they present 
us with a moment of reality and 

challenge us to not get confused by words, 
meaning, and appearances. To see a koan 
clearly is to see right into the heart of the 
matter, to not rely on interpretation or what 
we think we know, but to recognize what is 
true in and of itself.

Within our Zen training, we speak a lot 
about taking responsibility. How are we 
manifesting in the world, for what purpose? 
Based on what intention? Grounded in 
what clarity? Arising from what desires? 
These questions continually bring us deeper 
into the study of the conditioned self.

In this koan, a government officer, a 
general perhaps, comes to Xixian and says, 
“When I took the city of Xing Ling with an 
army troop I killed countless people. Am 
I at fault?” What is he asking and why? Is 
this a sincere question? Does he believe he 
was just following orders, and so this wasn’t 
really his responsibility? Does he believe 
it was a just cause or that the people who 
died were not important? How do we distort 
reality to make insanity seem sane, to make 
hatred seem virtuous? More to the point, do 
any of us actually have the power to distort 
reality? We’re powerful, but not that power-
ful. If you say it is the mind that is distorted, 
how can this be? The nature of mind is pure 
and unconditioned. Rather, it is the appear-
ance of things that becomes distorted. And 
in that distortion we act, and things like 
killing countless people can seem logical 
and even good. 

The Buddha saw into the nature of 
this distorted view; this is what he called  
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justice. This means to live in accord with 
the essential equality of all phenomena, and 
see through our impulses that put self above 
other, or privilege one group over another. 
How do we cultivate this spiritual vitality? 
How do we take the cause of justice person-
ally, not separate from our own well-being, 
and work toward it in our present, daily life? 

One way to cultivate a rightful sense of 

urgency is by recognizing the preciousness 
of this human life. This is a classic Buddhist 
teaching, and we can expand this view 
beyond the human and appreciate that all 
life is sacred. Every thing, animate and 
inanimate, every object that is brought into 
this world either by a natural process or by 
our own hands—including bridges, build-
ings, and plastic bottles—has a role to play, 
is part of this vast interdependent web. This 
web is such that when we touch one part of 
it the whole web quivers. The context for 
anything is everything.

Think about climate change, one of the 
great urgencies of our time. What is outside 
of this? All aspects of our life on earth are 
implicated. Clearly, it includes social and 
economic justice as it disproportionately 
effects people of color and those without 
wealth and material resources. Is there any-
thing that climate change does not effect? 

Some scientists say they recognized that 
when the global temperature was raised 

1°C, it was significant, but they didn’t 
think it would have the power to disrupt 
the vast web of our earth systems. And now 
they know they were wrong about that—we 
see how intimately interwoven and utterly 
unified all of this is. And in the midst of 
this interconnection, through our uniquely 
human consciousness, we see that we have 
the power to literally change the world. We 

are recognizing our ability to destroy life on 
a scale never imagined.  But the very same 
wheels of karma—thoughts, words, deeds—
that are causing such terrible consequences 
can also give life when we take responsibili-
ty: How are we manifesting in the world and 
for what purpose? What is our intention? Do 
we understand self and world? Are we awake 
to the force of our desires?

Nothing is fixed. The truth of imperma-
nence is that there is nothing in the whole 
universe that will be here forever. Everyone 
in this room will be gone in a matter of 
years. We know this, but do we live in this 
truth and let it inspire us? The Buddha 
taught, “Everything that gathers will dis-
perse, everything that appears will disap-
pear.” This is not a mistake; it is the natu-
ral way of things. Everything: our homes, 
relationships, work, possessions will all pass 
away. But everything in the universe is this 
way: the Earth, the seasons, moon, stars, the 
tides. How do we live in impermanence and 

How do we live in impermanence and not see it as 
hopeless or futile, but appreciate the miracle, the wonder? 



not see it as hopeless or futile, but appreci-
ate the miracle, the wonder? It seems hope-
less only when we hold on to the idea that 
permanence would be the most wonderful 
thing. But think about it. What if the daf-
fodil, the herald of spring, blossomed and 
never withered? Impermanence, continual 

change, is inextricable from the sacredness 
and wonder of life.

How does this relate to karma? The 
Buddha said, “I am the owner of my actions, 
heir to my actions, born of my actions, 
related through my actions to everything, 
and have my actions as my arbitrator.” Our 



deeply: our words and actions are born of 
intention. They affirm or they deny, create 
or destroy, help or hurt. If we don’t under-
stand karma, then we are destined to repeat 
it. This is the cycle of samsara. The practice 
of the dharma can break this cycle. It offers 
us a path to freedom.

actions bring us into contact with the world. 
It is through our activity that we both influ-
ence the world and create our sense of the 
world. The Buddha said “Whatever I do, 
for good or evil, skillful or unskillful, it is 
that to which I will fall heir.” What we do 
belongs to us. We should reflect on this 

Eskinder Debebe



Xixian says, “I am watching closely.” 
Daido Roshi says, “. . . fatheaded and mis-
guided. He has missed an opportunity to 
cause an evil that has already arisen to be 
extinguished, and to cause good that has not 
yet arisen to arise.” Xixian let this student 
down. His response implies distance, yet in 
our practice we see that our sense of dis-
tance is illusory. If all we’re doing is watch-
ing, then closely or not, we may as well be 
a hundred miles away. When the general 
asks Xixian this question, he is inviting his 
teacher to meet him in that place of horror, 
of unimaginable pain. And because nothing 
is fixed, this is also a place of tremendous 
possibility. Nothing will bring the dead 
back to life, but what other transformation 
might be possible? What future harmful 
actions might be prevented? What present 
lives might be restored and cared for? Yet 
Xixian’s response doesn’t open that door.  
Of course ultimately, it is up to the general. 
It’s his responsibility. Each of us holds the 
whole of our lives. There is no absolution by 
another. Yet at the same time, we are deeply 
accountable to each other. 

We come to places like the Monastery 
and the Temple to train. This is offered for 
us to step more deeply into a life of wisdom 
and compassion, but it can also be a turn-
ing away from the world. When you come 
to the Monastery, are you moving toward 
or away from something? It’s an important 
question. Are we stepping away from our 
daily activities so we can deepen our insight 
and open our hearts and then return and 
integrate this into our lives? Or are we 
seeking an escape from the concerns of the 
world, pursuing a self-centered salvation? 



Albert Gonzalez Farran
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you’re sitting at the bedside of someone 
who is dying. This is not a problem to fix; 
it’s something to be utterly present to. And 
bearing witness to others’ pain or experi-
ence can be a profound gift. But in many 
instances, bearing witness is not enough. 
We chant “Desires are inexhaustible; I vow 
to put an end to them.” The word for desires 
is klesas, the afflictions of mind. Within an 

obstructed mind it’s very difficult to be pres-
ent, to respond, to care. Calming the klesas 
opens the mind, brings us closer to selfless 
compassion, expands our confined views, 
thaws the frozen heart. Thomas Merton 
said, “Love and prayer are learned in the 
hour when prayer becomes impossible and 
the heart is turned to stone.” 

How do we practice this? By having 
courage. By being present to our feelings, 
even if what we feel is painful or discon-
nected. By stepping forward to meet our 
present challenges. In the Metta Sutta, the 
Buddha taught, “Wishing in gladness and 
in safety, may all beings be at ease.” Every 
being, living and nonliving, animate and 
inanimate, the whole complex Earth and 
universe itself—may all of this sacredness 
be at ease, in harmony, without conflict. 
Taking responsibility means acknowledging 
that we are affected by everything and are 
also affecting everything in turn, even if we 

mahayana buddhiSm teaches the nondual-
ity of samsara and nirvana, the unity of the  
marketplace and the mountain, of mundane 
and sacred. But there are those who say that 
Buddhist practice has no place in politics, 
economics or worldly affairs. However, the 
Buddha himself was involved in the govern-
ing of his community, and men and women 

came to him with questions about how to 
bring the dharma into their work, homes, 
families, and relationships. He taught on all 
these matters. How can we isolate spiritual 
practice from the concerns of our lives and 
the world if we are listening to what the 
dharma is teaching? How can we isolate the 
Monastery from this very mountain, from 
our local community, from the economy, 
from politics, from the world? And even if 
we try to disengage from the world, we are 
still responsible.

That’s why Xixian missed this opportu-
nity. The teacher waits for the student to 
come forward and ask this very question, 
“Am I responsible? How do I practice this?” 
To respond with, “I am watching closely” is 
simply not enough. 

There is a practice of seeing things as they 
are, of bearing witness to the world, to oth-
ers’ pain, to tragedy and horror. Sometimes 
bearing witness is our offering, like when 

Taking responsibility means acknowledging that we are 
affected by everything and are also affecting everything in 

turn, even if we can’t see this clearly. One vast web. 
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can’t see this clearly. One vast web. “Let 
none deceive another or despise any being in 
any state. Let none through anger or ill will 
wish harm upon another.” It starts here.

Just as with zazen practice, we sit with the 
clear intention to be present and awake, to 
see deeply and realize self-nature. Then we 
meet the fear and anxiety, the laziness and 
complacency, the many attachments arising 
from desire, aversion and delusion. Practice 
is right here. So too with our vows to allevi-
ate the suffering of others and our earth. It’s 
not enough to utter the vow with sincerity. 
We must then practice it in the midst of the 
suffering of others and our earth.

ThiS general iS asking this question after the 
fact. Better now than never, but how much 
destruction might have been avoided if he’d 
asked it earlier. Ask it before you march 
into that village, ask it before you put on 
your armor. “Even as a mother protects with 
her life her child, her only child”—the one 
thing she would give her life for without an 
instant’s hesitation—“so with a boundless 
heart should one cherish all living beings.” 
That’s why it’s a great vow. To be in the world 
in this way, and to not get hung up on being 
imperfect. It’s a practice; it’s a path. We prac-
tice cultivating this love towards those beings 
who we do love, and thereby strengthen it. 
And we practice cultivating this toward those 
beings we do not love, and thereby diminish 
that ill-will. That’s why Daido Roshi says, 
“Enlightenment without morality is not yet 
enlightenment. Morality without enlighten-
ment is not yet morality.” They are non-dual; 
they arise together. All things meet and arise 
on that one formless ground. 

The age that we have been given is a great 

challenge. Wendell Berry said, “To have 
patience within a crisis is a tremendous trial.” 
But patience is not waiting. It’s seeing clearly, 
without false views or beliefs. As humans we 
have become too many. Our reach has grown 
too far and our destructive powers too great 
to live in servitude to our selfishness and fear. 
As practitioners, we can see that with every 
hindrance in the mind, a wall is perceived 
which divides and leads to conflict. Rather 
than reifying these walls and feeding such 
conflict, may we renounce self-righteousness 
and choose a path of real peace. May we real-
ize the equality of every dharma and actualize 
this equality in how we live our lives and 
relate to all the many beings of this Earth. 
This is our basic nature of selflessness. May 
we do this with the whole of our lives.

 “Wishing in gladness and in safety, may 
all beings be at ease.” When the Buddha 
said “wishing,” this is a heartfelt desire. May 
we all have such a desire, and live it. This is 
what we are being called to do, in any and 
every way we can. The world is depending on 
us. The world is us, and all that we do is the 
world. And although each of us is just one 
person who has but an instant of time, it is 
this present reality. How will we use it? What 
a wonderful question.

Geoffrey Shugen Arnold Sensei is the Head of 
the Mountains and River Order and the abbot of 
Zen Mountain Monastery and the Zen Center of 
New York City.

The True Dharma Eye is a modern English 
translation of Master Dogen’s Three Hundred 
Koan Shobogenzo, translated by Kazuaki 
Tanahashi and John Daido Loori Roshi.
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boundlessness. One hundred grasses are 
thus. Myriad forms are thus. 

The manifestation of the twelvefold 
prajna [the prajna of the six senses and 
their objects] means twelve types of enter-
ing  into buddha dharma.

There is the eighteenfold prajna: the 
prajna of eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body, 
and mind; the prajna of sight, sound, smell, 
taste, touch, and objects of mind; also the 
prajna of the corresponding consciousness 

Avalokiteshvara Bodhisattva, while 
experiencing deeply the manifes-
tation of prajna, clearly saw with 

the entire body that all five skandhas are 
empty. These five skandhas—form, feel-
ing, perception, inclination, and discern-
ment—are fivefold prajna. Clear seeing is 
prajna. To expound this teaching, it is said 
in the Maha Prajna Paramita Heart Sutra 
that form is emptiness and emptiness is 
form. Form is form. Emptiness is emptiness, 

Manifestation of Great Prajna
by EihEi DogEn

Jeffrey & Shaowen Bardzell
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very moment of taking refuge, the prajna 
that establishes precepts, samadhi, wisdom, 
and awakening sentient beings is actual-
ized. This prajna is called emptiness. So the 
actualization of emptiness is established. 
This is the manifestation of prajna that is 
extremely subtle and fathomless.

indra aSked elder SubhuTi, “Great rever-
end, if bodhisattvas, great beings, want to 
experience the profound manifestation of 
prajna, how should they study?”

Subhuti said, “Lord Indra of Kausika, if 
bodhisattvas, great beings, want to experi-
ence the profound manifestation of prajna, 
they should study as they would study empty 
space.” 

Thus, studying prajna is empty space, 
empty space is studying prajna. 

Then, Indra asked the Buddha, “World-
Honored One, if good men and women 
receive, recite, reflect upon, and explain to 
others the profound manifestation of the 
prajna you have explained, how should I 
protect them? Please teach me.”

Subhuti answered for the Buddha, “Lord 
Indra of Kausika, do you think there is any-
thing you need to protect?”

Indra said, “No, great reverend, I don’t 
see anything I need to protect.”

Subhuti said, “Lord Indra of Kausika, if 
good men and women practice the profound 
manifestation of the prajna, which the 
Buddha has explained, that itself is protec-
tion. If they do so, they will not stray from 
it. So you should know that in case humans 
or nonhumans want to find a way to harm 
good men and women, it will not be pos-
sible. Lord Indra of Kausika, protecting the 
profound manifestation of prajna, which the 
Buddha has explained, and protecting the  

of eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body, and mind.
There is the fourfold noble truth prajna: 

suffering, craving, freedom from suffering, 
and the path. There is the sixfold manifes-
tation prajna: generosity, precepts, patience, 
vigor, contemplation, and prajna.

There is the singlefold prajna: unsurpass-
able, complete enlightenment, actualized at 
this very moment. There is the manifesta-
tion of the threefold prajna: the past, pres-
ent, and future. There is the sixfold great 
element prajna: earth, water, fire, air, space, 
and consciousness. The fourfold bodily pos-
ture prajna: walking, standing, sitting, and 
lying down common in daily activities.

in The aSSembly of Shakyamuni Buddha 
there was a monk who said to himself:

I will take refuge in this very profound 
manifestation of prajna. Although nothing 
arises or perishes in the midst of this mani-
festation of prajna, the precept skandha, 
the samadhi skandha, the wisdom skandha, 
the emancipation skandha, and the eman-
cipation of views skandha are established. 
The fruits of entering the stream, of once-
returning, of no-longer-returning, and of 
the arhat are established. The pratyeka-
buddha’s enlightenment is established. The 
unsurpassable, complete enlightenment is 
established. Buddha, dharma, and sangha 
treasures are established. The turning of 
the wondrous dharma wheel and awakening 
sentient beings are established.

The Buddha read the monk’s mind and 
said to him, “That’s right, that’s right. The 
very profound manifestation of prajna is 
subtle and fathomless.”

This monk’s understanding was that tak-
ing refuge in all things is taking refuge in 
prajna that does not arise or perish. At the 



24

Giuseppe Milo



25

bodhisattvas who practice it, are not different 
from protecting empty space.”

Thus, know that receiving, reciting, or 
reflecting upon the profound manifestation 
of prajna is no other than protecting prajna. 
Intending to protect is receiving, reciting, 
and so forth.

ruJing, my laTe maSTer, Old Buddha, said:

The entire body is a mouth [wind-bell] hang-
ing in empty space,
regardless of the wind from the east, west, 
south, or north,
joining the whole universe in chiming out 
prajna.
Ting-ting, ting-ting, ting-ting.

This is an authentic heir of buddha ances-
tors speaking prajna. The entire body is 
prajna. The entire other is prajna. The entire 
self is prajna. The entire east, west, south, 
and north is prajna.

Shakyamuni buddha said:

Shariputra, sentient beings should dedicate 
themselves and pay respect to this prajna just 
as to the living Buddha. They should reflect 
upon the manifestation of prajna just as they 
dedicate themselves and pay respect to the 
Buddha, the World-Honored One. Why so? 
Because the manifestation of prajna is no 
other than the Buddha, the World-Honored 
One. The Buddha, the World-Honored 
One, is no other than the manifestation of 
prajna. The manifestation of prajna is itself 
the Buddha, the World-Honored One. The 
Buddha, the World-Honored One, is the 
manifestation of prajna. Why so? Shariputra, 
unsurpassable, complete enlightenment of 
all tathagatas has emerged from the mani-
festation of prajna. Shariputra, bodhisattvas, 
great beings, pratyeka-buddhas, arhats, nev-

er-returners, once-returners, stream enterers 
have all emerged from the manifestation of 
prajna. Shariputra, the ten ways of whole-
some actions in the world, the four stages of 
meditation, the four samadhis in formless-
ness, and the five miraculous powers have all 
emerged from the manifestation of prajna.

Thus, the Buddha, the World-Honored 
One, is the manifestation of prajna. The 
manifestation of prajna is all things. All 
things are aspects of emptiness—not arising 
[beyond arising], not perishing, not defiled, 
not pure, not increasing, and not decreasing. 
To actualize the manifestation of prajna is to 
actualize the Buddha, the World-Honored 
One.

lOOk inTO ThiS. Study this. To dedicate your-
self and take refuge in the manifestation of 
prajna is to see and uphold the Buddha, the 
World-Honored One. It is to be the Buddha, 
the World-Honored One, seeing and accepting.

Presented to the assembly of the Kannondori Monastery 
on a day of the summer practice period in the first year 
of the Tempuku Era [1233].

Eihei Dogen (1200-1253) founded the Soto school 
of Zen in Japan after traveling to China and training 
under Rujing, a master of the Chinese Cadong lineage.

Kazuaki Tanahashi is a master calligrapher, Zen 
teacher, translator, and author of numerous books.

From Treasury of the True Dharma Eye: Zen 
Master Dogen’s Shobogenzo. Edited by Kazuaki 
Tanahashi. Copyright © 2010 by the San Francisco 
Zen Center. Reprinted by arrangement of The 
Permissions Company, Inc, on behalf of Shambhala 
Publications, Inc., www.shambhala.com
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Love Will Save This Place
by naomi KLEin



On a drizzly British Columbia day 
in April 2012, a twenty-seven-
seat turboprop plane landed at 

the Bella Bella airport, which consists of a 
single landing strip leading to a clapboard 
building. The passengers descending from 
the blue-and-white Pacific Coastal aircraft 
included the three members of a review 
panel created by the Canadian govern-
ment. They had made the 480-kilometer 
journey from Vancouver to this remote 
island community, a place of deep fjords 
and lush evergreen forests reaching to the 
sea, to hold public hearings about one of 
the most contentious new pieces of fos-
sil fuel infrastructure in North America: 
Enbridge’s proposed Northern Gateway 
pipeline.

Bella Bella is not directly on the oil 
pipeline’s route (that is 200 kilometers 
even further north). However, the Pacific 
ocean waters that are its front yard are 
in the treacherous path of the oil tank-
ers that the pipeline would load up with 
diluted tar sands oil—up to 75 percent 
more oil in some supertankers than the 
Exxon Valdez was carrying in 1989 when it 
spilled in Alaska’s Prince William Sound, 
devastating marine life and fisheries across 
the region. A spill in these waters could 
be even more damaging, since the remote-
ness would likely make reaching an acci-
dent site difficult, especially during winter 
storms.

The appointed members of the Joint 
Review Panel—one woman and two men, 
aided by support staff—had been holding 
hearings about the pipeline impacts for 
months now and would eventually present 
the federal government with their recom-
mendation on whether the project should 

Kris Krug
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go ahead. Bella Bella, whose population is 
roughly 90 percent Heiltsuk First Nation, 
was more than ready for them.
A line of Heiltsuk hereditary chiefs wait-

ed on the tarmac, all dressed in their full 
regalia: robes embroidered with eagles, 
salmon, orcas, and other creatures of these 
seas and skies; headdresses adorned with 
animal masks and long trails of white 
ermine fur, as well as woven cedar basket 
hats. They greeted the visitors with a wel-
come dance, noisemakers shaking in their 
hands and rattling from the aprons of their 
robes, while a line of drummers and sing-
ers backed them up. On the other side of 
the chain link fence was a large crowd of 
demonstrators carrying anti-pipeline signs 
and canoe paddles.

Standing a respectful half step behind 
the chiefs was Jess Housty, a slight twen-
ty-five-year-old woman who had helped 
to galvanize the community’s engagement 
with the panel (and would soon be elected 
to the Heiltsuk Tribal Council as its young-
est member). An accomplished poet who 
created Bella Bella’s first and only library 
while she was still a teenager, Housty 
described the scene at the airport as “the 
culmination of a huge planning effort 
driven by our whole community.”

And it was young people who had led 
the way, turning the local school into a 
hub of organizing. Students had worked 
for months in preparation for the hearings. 
They researched the history of pipeline 
and tanker spills, including the 2010 disas-
ter on the Kalamazoo River, noting that 
Enbridge, the company responsible, was the 
same one pushing the Northern Gateway 
pipeline. The teens were also keenly inter-
ested in the Exxon Valdez disaster since it 

took place in a northern landscape similar 
to their own. As a community built around 
fishing and other ocean harvesting, they 
were alarmed to learn about how the salm-
on of Prince William Sound had become 
sick in the years after the spill, and how 
herring stocks had completely collapsed 
(they are still not fully recovered, more 
than two decades later).

The STudenTS COnTemPlaTed what such 
a spill would mean on their coast. If 
the sockeye salmon, a keystone species, 
were threatened, it would have a cascade 
effect—since they feed the killer whales 
and white-sided dolphins whose dorsal 
fins regularly pierce the water’s surface in 
nearby bays, as well as the seals and sea 
lions that bark and sunbathe on the rocky 
outcroppings. And when the fish return to 
the freshwater rivers and streams to spawn, 
they feed the eagles, the black bears, the 
grizzlies, and the wolves, whose waste then 
provides the nutrients to the lichen that 
line the streams and riverbanks, as well 
as to the great cedars and Douglas firs 
that tower over the temperate rainforest. 
It’s the salmon that connect the streams 
to the rivers, the river to the sea, the sea 
back to the forests. Endanger salmon and 
you endanger the entire ecosystem that 
depends on them, including the Heiltsuk 
people whose ancient culture and modem 
livelihood is inseparable from this intricate 
web of life.

Bella Bella’s students wrote essays on 
these themes, prepared to present tes-
timony, and painted signs to greet the 
panel members. Some went on a forty-
eight-hour hunger strike to dramatize the 
stakes of losing their food source. Teachers 
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observed that no issue had ever engaged 
the community’s young people like this—
some even noticed a decline in depression 
and drug use. That’s a very big deal in a 
place that not long ago suffered from a 
youth suicide epidemic, the legacy of scar-
ring colonial policies, including genera-
tions of children—the great-grandparents, 
grandparents, and sometimes the parents 
of today’s teens and young adults—being 
taken from their families and placed in 
church-run residential schools where abuse 
was rampant.

Housty recalls, “As I stood behind 
our chiefs [on the tarmac], I remember 
thinking how the community had grown 
around the issue from the first moment we 
heard rumbling around Enbridge Northern 
Gateway. The momentum had built and 
it was strong. As a community, we were 
prepared to stand up with dignity and 
integrity to be witnesses for the lands and 
waters that sustained our ancestors—that 
sustain us—that we believe should sustain 
our future generations.”

After the dance, the panel members 
ducked into a white minivan that took 
them on the five-minute drive into town.  
The road was lined with hundreds of resi-
dents, including many children, holding 
their handmade poster-board signs. “Oil 
Is Death,” “We Have the Moral Right to 
Say No,” “Keep Our Oceans Blue,” “Our 
Way of Life Can Not Be Bought!,” “I Can’t 
Drink Oil.” Some held drawings of orcas, 
salmon, even kelp. Many of the signs sim-
ply said: “No Tankers.” One man thought 
the panel members weren’t bothering to 
look out the window, so he thumped the 
side of the van as it passed and held his 
sign up to the glass.

By some counts, a third of Bella Bella’s 
1,095 residents were on the street that day, 
one of the largest demonstrations in the 
community’s history. Others participated 
in different ways: by harvesting and pre-
paring food for the evening feast, where 
the panel members were to be honored 
guests. It was part of the Heiltsuk’s tradi-
tion of hospitality but it was also a way 
to show the visitors the foods that would 
be at risk if just one of those supertankers 
were to run into trouble. Salmon, herring 
roe, halibut, oolichan, crab, and prawns 
were all on the menu.

Similar scenes had played out everywhere 
the panel traveled in British Columbia: cit-
ies and towns came out in droves, voicing 
unanimous or near unanimous opposition 
to the project. Usually First Nations were 
front and center, reflecting the fact that 
the province is home to what is arguably 
the most powerful Indigenous land rights 
movement in North America, evidenced 
by the fact that roughly 80 percent of its 
land remains “unceded” which means that 
it has never been relinquished under any 
treaty nor has it ever been claimed by the 
Canadian state through an act of war.

Yet there was clearly something about 
the passion of Bella Bella’s greeting that 
unnerved the panel members. The visitors 
refused the invitation to the feast that 
evening, and Chief Councilor Marilyn 
Slett was put in the unenviable position of 
having to take the microphone and share a 
letter she had just received from the Joint 
Review Panel. It stated that the pipeline 
hearings for which the assembled crowd 
had all been preparing for months were 
canceled. Apparently the demonstration 
on the way from the airport had made the 



visitors feel unsafe and, the letter stated, 
“The Panel cannot be in a situation where 
it is unsure that the crowd will be peace-
ful.” It later emerged that the sound of 
that single man thumping the side of the 
van had somehow been mistaken for gun-
fire. (Police in attendance asserted that 
the demonstrations had been nonviolent 
and that there was never any security 
threat.)

Housty said the news of the cancella-
tion had a “physical impact. We had done 
everything according to our teachings, 
and to feel the back of someone’s hand 
could hardly have been more of an insult.” 
In the end, the hearings went ahead but 
a day and a half of promised meeting 
time was lost, depriving many community 
members of their hope of being heard in 
person.

whaT ShOCked many of Bella Bella’s resi-
dents was not just the weird and false 
accusation of violence; it was the extent 
to which the entire spirit of their actions 
seemed to have been misunderstood. 
When the panel members looked out the 
van window, they evidently saw little 
more than a stereotypical mob of angry 
Indians, wanting to vent their hatred on 
anyone associated with the pipeline. But 
to the people on the other side of the 
glass, holding their paddles and fish paint-
ings, the demonstration had not primarily 
been about anger or hatred. It had been 
about love—a collective and deeply felt 
expression of love for their breathtaking 
part of the world.

As the young people of this commu-
nity explained when they finally got the 
chance, their health and identity were 
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inextricably bound up in their ability to 
follow in the footsteps of their forebears—
fishing and paddling in the same waters, 
collecting kelp in the same tidal zones 
in the outer coastal islands, hunting in 
the same forests, and collecting medi-
cines in the same meadows. Which is why 
Northern Gateway was seen not simply as 
a threat to the local fishery but as the pos-
sible undoing of all this intergenerational 
healing work. And therefore as another 
wave of colonial violence. 

When Jess Housty testified before the 
Enbridge Gateway review panel (she had 
to travel for a full day to Terrace, British 
Columbia to do it), she put this in unequiv-
ocal terms.

“When my children are born, I want them 
to be born into a world where hope and 
transformation are possible. I want them 
to be born into a world where stories still 
have power. I want them to grow up able to 
be Heiltsuk in every sense of the word. To 
practice the customs and understand the 
identity that has made our people strong 
for hundred of generations.

That cannot happen if we do not sustain 
the integrity of our territory, the lands and 
waters, and the stewardship practices that 
link our people to the landscape. On behalf 
of the young people in my community, I 
respectfully disagree with the notion that 
there is any compensation to be made for 
the loss of our identity, for the loss of our 
right to be Heiltsuk.”

The POwer Of ThiS ferOCiOuS lOVe is what 
the resource companies and their advocates 
in government inevitably underestimate, 
precisely because no amount of money can 
extinguish it. When what is being fought 
for is an identity, a culture, a beloved place 

that people are determined to pass on to 
their grandchildren, and that their ances-
tors may have paid for with great sacrifice, 
there is nothing companies can offer as 
a bargaining chip. No safety pledge will 
assuage; no bribe will be big enough. And 
though this kind of connection to place 
is surely strongest in Indigenous commu-
nities where the ties to the land go back 
thousands of years, it is in fact Blockadia’s 
defining feature.

I saw it shine brightly in Halkidiki, 
Greece, in the struggle against the gold 
mine. There, a young mother named 
Melachrini Liakou—one of the move-
ment’s most tireless leaders—told me with 
unswerving confidence that the differ-
ence between the way she saw the land, 
as a fourth-generation farmer, and the 
way the mining company saw the same 
patch of earth, was that, “I am a part of 
the land. I respect it, I love it and I don’t 
treat it as a useless object, as if I want to 
take something out of it and then the rest 
will be waste. Because I want to live here 
this year, next year, and to hand it down 
to the generations to come. In contrast, 
Eldorado, and any other mining company, 
they want to devour the land, to plunder 
it, to take away what is most precious for 
themselves.” And then they would leave 
behind, she said, “a huge chemical bomb 
for all mankind and nature.”

Alexis Bonogofsky (who had told me 
what a “huge mistake” the oil companies 
made in trying to bring their big rigs along 
Highway 12) speaks in similar terms about 
the fight to protect southeastern Montana 
from mining companies like Arch Coal. 
But for Bonogofsky, a thirty-three-year-old 
goat rancher and environmentalist who 
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that they’ve been doing that for thousands 
and thousands of years. And you sit there 
and you feel connected to that. And some-
times it’s almost like you can feel the earth 
breathe.” She adds: “That connection to 
this place and the love that people have for 
it, that’s what Arch Coal doesn’t get. They 

does yoga in her spare time, it’s less about 
farming than deer hunting. “It sounds 
ridiculous but there’s this one spot where 
I can sit on the sandstone rock and you 
know that the mule deer are coming up and 
migrating through, you just watch these 
huge herds come through, and you know 

Gregory Smith
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underestimate that. They don’t understand 
it so they disregard it. And that’s what in 
the end will save that place. Its not the 
hatred of the coal companies, or anger, but 
love will save that place.”

This is also what makes Blockadia con-
flicts so intensely polarized. Because the 
culture of fossil fuel extraction is—by both 
necessity and design—one of extreme root-
lessness. The workforce of big rig drivers, 
pipefitters, miners, and engineers is, on 
the whole, highly mobile, moving from one 
worksite to the next and very often living 
in the now notorious “man camps”—self-
enclosed army-base-style mobile commu-
nities that serve every need from gyms to 
movie theaters (often with an underground 
economy in prostitution).

Even in places like Gillette, Wyoming, 
or Fort McMurray, Alberta, where extrac-
tive workers may stay for decades and raise 
their kids, the culture remains one of tran-
sience. Almost invariably, workers plan 
to leave these blighted places as sooon as 
they have saved enough money—enough 
to payoff student loans, to buy a house for 
their families back home, or, for the really 
big dreamers, enough to retire. And with so 
few well-paying blue-collar jobs left, these 
extraction jobs are often the only route 
out of debt and poverty. It’s telling that 
tar sands workers often discuss their time 
in northern Alberta as if it were less a job 
than a highly lucrative jail term: there’s 
“the three-year-plan” (save $200,000, then 
leave); “the five-year-plan” (put away half 
a million); “the ten-year-plan” (make a 
million and retire at thirty-five). Whatever 
the details (and however unrealistic, given 
how much money disappears in the city’s 
notorious party scene), the plan is always 

pretty much the same: tough it out in 
Fort Mac (or Fort McMoney as it is often 
called), then get the hell out and begin 
your real life. In one survey, 98 percent of 
respondents in the tar sands area said they 
planned to retire somewhere else. 

There iS a real SadneSS to many of these 
choices: beneath the bravado of the bar 
scene are sky-high divorce rates due to pro-
longed separations and intense work stress, 
soaring levels of addiction, and a great 
many people wishing to be anywhere but 
where they are. This kind of disassociation 
is part of what makes it possible for decent 
people to inflict the scale of damage to 
the land that extreme energy demands. A 
coalfield worker in Gillette, Wyoming, for 
instance, told me that to get through his 
workdays, he had trained himself to think 
of the Powder River Basin as “another 
planet.” (The moonscape left behind by 
strip mining no doubt made this mental 
trick easier).

These are perfectly understandable sur-
vival strategies—but when the extractive 
industry’s culture of structural transience 
bumps up against a group of deeply rooted 
people with an intense love of their home-
place and a determination to protect it, the 
effect can be explosive.

Naomi Klein is a Canadian author, social activist, 
and filmmaker known for her political analyses and 
criticism of corporate globalization and corporate 
capitalism. She is best known for her international 
bestseller, No Logo.

From This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs. the 
Climate, Copyright © 2014 by Naomi Klein. 
Reprinted with permission of Simon & Schuster.
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about is ji. When we go beyond subjective and 
objective worlds, we come to the understand-
ing of the oneness of everything, the oneness 
of subjectivity and objectivity, the oneness of 
inside and outside.

For instance, when you sit zazen you are 
not thinking about anything or watching 

In the last talk I explained how people 
stick to ji, “things.” That is usual. The 
characteristic of Buddha’s teaching is to go 

beyond things—beyond various beings, ideas, 
and material things. When we say “truth,” we 
usually mean something we can figure out. 
The truth that we can figure out or think 

The Blue Jay Will Come 
Right Into Your Heart

by shunryu suzuKi roshi

All the objects of the senses
interact and yet do not.
Interacting brings involvement.
Otherwise, each keeps its place.

Nout Ketelaar
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encourages all of us. Sound is both subjective 
and objective.

In Japan we say hibiki.  Hibiki means “some-
thing that goes back and forth like an echo.” If 
I say something, I will get feedback—back and 
forth. That is sound. Buddhists understand a 
sound as something created in our mind. I may 
think, “The bird is singing over there.” But 
when I hear the bird, the bird is me already. 
Actually, I am not listening to the bird. The 
bird is here in my mind already, and I am sing-
ing with the bird. Peep-peep-peep. If you think 
while you are studying, “The blue jay is singing 
above my roof, but its voice is not so good,” 
that thought is noise. When you are not dis-
turbed by blue jays, blue jays will come right 
into your head, and you will be a blue jay, and 
the blue jay will be reading something, and 
then the blue jay will not disturb your reading. 
When we think, “The blue jay over my roof 
should not be there,” that thought is a more 
primitive understanding of being. Because of 
our lack of practice, we understand things in 
that way.

The mOre yOu PraCTiCe zazen, the more you 
will be able to accept something as your own, 
whatever it is. That is the teaching of jiji muge 
from the Kegon (Ch. Huayen) school. Jiji 
means “being that has no barrier, no distur-
bance.” Because things are interrelated, it is 
difficult to say, “This is a bird and this is me.” 
It is difficult to separate the blue jay from me. 
That is jiji muge.

The text says, “All the objects of the senses 
interact and yet do not.” Although things are 
interrelated, everyone—every being—can be 
the boss. Each one of us can be a boss because 
we are so closely related. If I say “Mel,” Mel is 
already not just Mel. He is one of Zen Center’s 

anything. Your focus is four or five feet ahead 
of you, but you do not watch anything. Even 
though many ideas come, we do not think 
about them—they come in and go out, that’s 
all. We do not entertain various ideas—we do 
not invite them to stay or serve them food or 
anything. If they come in, okay, and if they go 
out, okay. That’s all. That is zazen. When we 
practice in this way, even though we do not 
try, our mind includes everything. We are not 
concerned about, nor do we expect, something 
that may exist beyond our reach.

Whatever we talk about at any moment 
is within our mind. Everything is within our 
mind. But usually we think there are many 
things: there is this, and this, and this out 
there. In the cosmos there are many stars, but 
right now we can only reach the moon. In a 
few years we may reach some other planets, 
and eventually we may reach some other solar 
system. In Buddhism, mind and being are one, 
not different. As there is no limit to cosmic 
being, there is no limit to our mind; our mind 
reaches everywhere. It already includes the 
stars, so our mind is not just our mind. It is 
something greater than the small mind that we 
think is our mind. This is our understanding.

Our mind and things are one. So if you 
think, “All this is mind,” that is so. If you 
think, “Over there is some other being,” that is 
also so. But more to the point, when Buddhists 
say “this” or “that” or “I,” that “this” or “that” 
or “I” includes everything. Listen to the tone 
of it rather than just the words. 

Sound is different from noise. Sound is 
something that comes from your practice. 
Noise is something more objective, something 
that can bother you. If you strike a drum, the 
sound you make is the sound of your own sub-
jective practice, and it is also the sound that 
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students, so to see Mel is to see Zen Center. If 
you see Mel you understand what Zen Center 
is. But if you think, “Oh, he is just Mel,” then 
your understanding is not good enough. You 
don’t know who Mel is. If you have a good 
understanding of things themselves, you will 
understand the whole world through things. 
Each one of us is the boss of the whole world. 
And when you have this understanding, you 

will realize that things are interrelated, yet 
they are also independent. Each one of us is 
completely and absolutely independent. There 
is nothing to compare. You are just you.

We have to understand things in two ways. 
One way is to understand things as inter-
related. The other way is to understand our-
selves as quite independent from everything. 
When we include everything as ourselves, we 
are completely independent because there is 
nothing with which to compare ourselves. If 
there is only one thing, how can you com-
pare anything to it? Because there is noth-
ing to compare yourself to, this is absolute 
independence—not interrelated, absolutely 
independent.

Now the text says, “All the objects of the 
senses.” The senses—our eyes, ears, nose, 
tongue, and body—are gates, and sense objects 
enter the gates. They are interrelated and at 
the same time independent. For eyes there is 
something to see, for ears there is something 
to hear, for the nose something to smell, for 

the tongue something to taste, for the body 
something to touch. There are five kinds 
of sense objects for the five sense organs. 
This is Buddhist common sense. Referring to 
them here in the poem is just a way of saying 
“everything.” It is the same as saying “flowers 
and trees, birds and stars, streams and moun-
tains,” but instead we say “each sense and its 
objects.”

So the various beings that we see and hear 
are interrelated, but at the same time, each 
being is absolutely independent and has its 
own value. This value we call ri. Ri is that 
which makes something meaningful, not just 
theoretical. Even though you don’t attain 
enlightenment, we say you already have 
enlightenment. That enlightenment we call 
ri. The fact that something exists here means 
there is some reason for it. I don’t know the 
reason. No one knows. Everything must have 
its own value. It is very strange that no two 
things are the same. There is nothing to com-
pare yourself to, so you have your own value. 
That value is not a comparative value or an 
exchange value; it is more than that. When 
you are just sitting zazen on the cushion you 
have your own value. Although that value is 
related to everything, that value is also abso-
lute. Maybe it is better not to say too much.

“Interacting brings involvement.” A bird 
comes from the south in spring and goes back 
in the fall, crossing various mountains, rivers, 

In Buddhism, mind and being are one, not different. 
As there is no limit to cosmic being, there is no limit 

to our mind; our mind reaches everywhere. 



and oceans. In this way, things are interre-
lated endlessly, everywhere.

“Otherwise, each keeps its place.” This 
means that even though the bird stays in some 
place, at some lake, for instance, his home is 
not only the lake but also the whole world. 
That is how a bird lives.

In Zen sometimes we say that each one of us 
is steep like a cliff. No one can scale us. We are 
completely independent. But when you hear 
me say so, you should understand the other 
side too—that we are endlessly interrelated. 
If you only understand one side of the truth, 
you can’t hear what I’m saying. If you don’t 
understand Zen words, you don’t understand 
Zen, you are not yet a Zen student. Zen words 
are different from usual words. Like a double-
edged sword, they cut both ways. You may 
think I am only cutting forward, but no, actu-
ally I am also cutting backward. Watch out 
for my stick. Do you understand? Sometimes 
I scold a disciple—“No!” The other students 
think, “Oh, he has been scolded,” but it is 
not actually so. Because I cannot scold the 
one over there, I have to scold the one who 
is near me. But most people think, “Oh, that 
poor guy is being scolded.” If you think like 
that you are not a Zen student. If someone is 
scolded you should listen; you should be alert 
enough to know who is being scolded. This is 
how we train.

Shunryu Suzuki Roshi (1904-1971) was a Soto Zen 
monk and teacher, founder of the San Francisco Zen 
Center, and author of Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind.

From Branching Streams Flow in the Darkness, 
Copyright ©1999 by The Regents of the University 
of California. Edited by Mel Weitsman and Michael 
Wenger. Reprinted with permission of University of 
California Press.

Mette Welm



39



40

In the last days of the fourth world I wished to make a map for
those who would climb through the hole in the sky.

My only tools were the desires of humans as they emerged
from the killing fields, from the bedrooms and the kitchens.

For the soul is a wanderer with many hands and feet.

The map must be of sand and can’t be read by ordinary light. It
must carry fire to the next tribal town, for renewal of spirit.

In the legend are instructions on the language of the land, how it
was we forgot to acknowledge the gift, as if we were not in it or of it.

Take note of the proliferation of supermarkets and malls, the
altars of money. They best describe the detour from grace.

Keep track of the errors of our forgetfulness; the fog steals our
children while we sleep.

Flowers of rage spring up in the depression. Monsters are born
there of nuclear anger.

Trees of ashes wave good-bye to good-bye and the map appears to
disappear.

We no longer know the names of the birds here, how to speak to
them by their personal names.

Once we knew everything in this lush promise.

What I am telling you is real and is printed in a warning on the
map. Our forgetfulness stalks us, walks the earth behind us,  
leaving a trail of paper diapers, needles, and wasted blood.

An imperfect map will have to do, little one.

The place of entry is the sea of your mother’s blood, your father’s
small death as he longs to know himself in another.

There is no exit.

A Map to the Next World
by Joy harJo

for Desiray Kierra Chee

Reprinted from How We Became Human: New and Selected Poems:1975-2001. 
Copyright © 2002 by Joy Harjo. With permission of the publisher, 
W.W. Norton & Company, Inc. All rights reserved..



A Map to the Next World
by Joy harJo

for Desiray Kierra Chee

The map can be interpreted through the wall of the intestine—a
spiral on the road of knowledge.

You will travel through the membrane of death, smell cooking
from the encampment where our relatives make a feast of fresh
deer meat and corn soup, in the Milky Way.

They have never left us; we abandoned them for science.

And when you take your next breath as we enter the fifth world
there will be no X, no guidebook with words you can carry.

You will have to navigate by your mother’s voice, renew the song
she is singing.

Fresh courage glimmers from planets.

And lights the map printed with the blood of history, a map you
will have to know by your intention, by the language of suns.

When you emerge note the tracks of the monster slayers where they
entered the cities of artificial light and killed what was killing us.

You will see red cliffs. They are the heart, contain the ladder.

A white deer will greet you when the last human climbs from the
destruction.

Remember the hole of shame marking the act of abandoning our
tribal grounds.

We were never perfect.

Yet, the journey we make together is perfect on this earth who was
once a star and made the same mistakes as humans.

We might make them again, she said.

Crucial to finding the way is this: there is no beginning or end.

You must make your own map.

Reprinted from How We Became Human: New and Selected Poems:1975-2001. 
Copyright © 2002 by Joy Harjo. With permission of the publisher, 
W.W. Norton & Company, Inc. All rights reserved..



Viewed from the distance of the 
moon, the astonishing thing about 
earth, catching the breath, is that 

it is alive. The photographs show the dry, 
pounded surface of the moon in the fore-
ground, dead as an old bone. Aloft, floating 
free beneath the moist, gleaming membrane 
of bright blue sky, is the rising earth, the 
only exuberant thing in this part of the 
cosmos. If you could look long enough, you 
would see the swirling of the great drifts of 
white cloud, covering and uncovering the 
half-hidden masses of land. If you had been 
looking for a very long, geologic time, you 
could have seen the continents themselves 
in motion, drifting apart on their crustal 
plates, held afloat by the fire beneath. It has 
the organized, self-contained look of a live 
creature, full of information, marvelously 
skilled in handling the sun.

It takes a membrane to make sense out of 
disorder in biology. You have to be able to 
catch energy and hold it, storing precisely 
the needed amount and releasing it in mea-
sured shares. A cell does this, and so do the 
organelles inside. Each assemblage is poised 
in the flow of solar energy, tapping off ener-
gy from metabolic surrogates of the sun. To 
stay alive, you have to be able to hold out 
against equilibrium, maintain imbalance, 
bank against entropy, and you can only 
transact this business with membranes in 
our kind of world.

when The earTh Came aliVe it began con-
structing its own membrane, for the general 

The Earth Breathes
by LEwis Thomas
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purpose of editing the sun. Originally, in 
the time of prebiotic elaboration of peptides 
and nucleotides from inorganic ingredients 
in the water on the earth, there was nothing 
to shield out ultraviolet radiation except 
the water itself. The first thin atmosphere 
came entirely from the degassing of the 
earth as it cooled, and there was only a 
vanishingly small trace of oxygen in it. 
Theoretically, there could have been some 
production of oxygen by photodissociation 
of water vapor in ultraviolet light, but not 
much. This process would have been self-
limiting, as Urey showed, since the wave 
lengths needed for photolysis are the very 
ones screened out selectively by oxygen; the 
production of oxygen would have been cut 
off almost as soon as it occurred. 

The formation of oxygen had to await 
the emergence of photosynthetic cells, and 
these were required to live in an envi-
ronment with sufficient visible light for 
photosynthesis but shielded at the same 
time against lethal ultraviolet. Berkner and 
Marshall calculate that the green cells must 
therefore have been about ten meters below 
the surface of water, probably in pools and 
ponds shallow enough to lack strong con-
vection currents (the ocean could not have 
been the starting place).

You could say that the breathing of oxy-
gen into the atmosphere was the result of 
evolution, or you could turn it around and 
say that evolution was the result of oxygen. 
You can have it either way. Once the photo-
synthetic cells had appeared, very probably 
counterparts of today’s blue-green algae, the 
future respiratory mechanism of the earth 
was set in place. Early on, when the level 
of oxygen had built up to around 1 percent 
of today’s atmospheric concentration, the 

anaerobic life of the earth was placed in 
jeopardy, and the inevitable next stage was 
the emergence of mutants with oxidative 
systems and ATP. With this, we were off to 
an explosive developmental stage in which 
great varieties of respiring life including the 
multicellular forms, became feasible. 

Berkner has suggested that there were two 
such explosions of new life, like vast embry-
ological transformations, both dependent 
on threshold levels of oxygen. The first, at 
1 percent of the present level, shielded out 
enough ultraviolet radiation to permit cells 
to move into the surface layers of lakes, riv-
ers, and oceans. This happened around 600 
million years ago, at the beginning of the 
Paleozoic era, and accounts for the sudden 
abundance of marine fossils of all kinds in 
the record of this period. The second burst 
occurred when oxygen rose to 10 percent of 
the present level. At this time, around 400 
million years ago, there was a sufficient can-
opy to allow life out of the water and onto 
the land. From here on it was clear going, 
with nothing to restrain the variety of life 
except the limits of biologic inventiveness. 

It is another illustration of our fantastic 
luck that oxygen filters out the very bands 
of ultraviolet light that are most devastat-
ing for nucleic acids and proteins, while 
allowing full penetration of the visible light 
needed for photosynthesis. If it had not 
been for this semipermeability, we could 
never have come along.

The earTh breaTheS, in a certain sense. 
Berkner suggests that there may have been 
cycles of oxygen production and carbon 
dioxide consumption, depending on relative 
abundances of plant and animal life, with 
the ice ages representing periods of apnea. 



45

An overwhelming richness of vegetation 
may have caused the level of oxygen to 
rise above today’s concentration, with a 
corresponding depletion of carbon dioxide. 
Such a drop in carbon dioxide may have 
impaired the “greenhouse” property of the 
atmosphere, which holds in the solar heat 
otherwise lost by radiation from the earth’s 
surface. The fall in temperature would in 
turn have shut off much of living, and, in 
a long sigh, the level of oxygen may have 
dropped by 90 percent. Berkner speculates 
that this is what happened to the great rep-
tiles; their size may have been all right for a 
richly oxygenated atmosphere, but they had 
the bad luck to run out of air. 

Now we are protected against lethal ultra-
violet rays by a narrow rim of ozone, thirty 
miles out. We are safe, well ventilated, and 
incubated, provided we can avoid technolo-
gies that might fiddle with that ozone, or 
shift the levels of carbon dioxide. Oxygen 
is not a major worry for us, unless we let fly 
with enough nuclear explosives to kill off 
the green cells in the sea; if we do that, of 
course, we are in for strangling.

It is hard to feel affection for something 
as totally impersonal as the atmosphere, and 
yet there it is, as much a part and product 
of life as wine or bread. Taken all in all, the 
sky is a miraculous achievement. It works, 
and for what it is designed to accomplish 
it is as infallible as anything in nature. I 
doubt whether any of us could think of a 
way to improve on it, beyond maybe shift-
ing a local cloud from here to there on 
occasion. The word “chance” does not serve 
to account well for structures of such mag-
nificence. There may have been elements 
of luck in the emergence of chloroplasts, 
but once these things were on the scene, 

the evolution of the sky became absolute-
ly ordained. Chance suggests alternatives, 
other possibilities, different solutions. This 
may be true for gills and swim-bladders and 
forebrains, matters of detail, but not for the 
sky. There was simply no other way to go.

We should credit it for what it is: for sheer 
size and perfection of function, it is far and 
away the grandest product of collaboration 
in all of nature.

It breathes for us, and it does another 
thing for our pleasure. Each day, millions 
of meteorites fall against the outer limits of 
the membrane and are burned to nothing 
by the friction. Without this shelter, our 
surface would long since have become the 
pounded powder of the moon. Even though 
our receptors are not sensitive enough to 
hear it, there is comfort in knowing that the 
sound is there overhead, like the random 
noise of rain on the roof at night.

Lewis Thomas (1913-1993) was an American 
physician, researcher, author and teacher best 
known for his essays, which contain lucid medita-
tions and reflections on biology. His books include 
The Lives of a Cell: Notes of a Biology Watcher 
(1974), The Medusa and the Snail (1979) and 
The Fragile Species (1992).

From American Earth: Environmental Writing Since 
Thoreau, Copyright © 2008 by Literary Classics 
of the United States. Edited by Bill McKibben. 
Reprinted with permission of Literary Classics of 
the United States.
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Welcome to the 
Anthropocene

by ELizabETh KoLbErT



Paul Gorbould

Over the years, a number of different 
names have been suggested for the new 
age that humans have ushered in. The 

noted conservation biologist Michael Soulé 
has suggested that instead of the Cenozoic, 
we now live in the “Catastrophozoic” era. 
Michael Samways, an entomologist at South 
Africa’s Stellenbosch University, has floated 
the term “Homogenocene.” Daniel Pauly, a 
Canadian marine biologist, has proposed the 
“Myxocene,” from the Greek word for “slime,” 
and Andrew Revkin, an American journal-
ist, has offered the “Anthrocene.” (Most of 
these terms owe their origins, indirectly at 
least, to Lyell, who, back in the eighteen-
thirties, coined the words Eocene, Miocene, 
and Pliocene.)

The word “Anthropocene” is the invention 
of Paul Crutzen, a Dutch chemist who shared 
a Nobel Prize for discovering the effects of 
ozone-depleting compounds. The importance 
of this discovery is difficult to overstate; had it 
not been made—and had the chemicals con-
tinued to be widely used—the ozone “hole” 
that opens up every spring over Antarctica 
would have expanded until eventually it 
encircled the entire earth. (One of Crutzen’s 
fellow Nobelists reportedly came home from 
his lab one night and told his wife, “The work 
is going well, but it looks like it might be the 
end of the world.”)

Crutzen told me that the word 
“Anthropocene” came to him while he was 
sitting at a meeting. The meeting’s chairman 
kept referring to the Holocene, the “wholly 
recent” epoch, which began at the conclu-
sion of the last ice age, 11,700 years ago, 
and which continues—at least officially—to  
this day.

‘Let’s stop it,’ Crutzen recalled blurting out. 
‘We are no longer in the Holocene; we are in 
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Crutzen published “Geology of Mankind” 
in 2002. Soon, the “Anthropocene” began 
migrating out into other scientific journals.

“Global Analysis of River Systems: From 
Earth System Controls to Anthropocene 
Syndromes” was the title of a 2003 article 
in the journal Philosophical Transactions of the 
Royal Society B.

“Soils and Sediments in the Anthropocene” 
ran the headline of a piece from 2004 in the 
Journal of Soils and Sediments.

when zalaSiewiCz came across the term, he 
was intrigued. He noticed that most of those 
using it were not trained stratigraphers, and 
he wondered how his colleagues felt about 
this. At the time, he was head of the stratig-
raphy committee of the Geological Society 
of London, the body Lyell and also William 
Whewell and John Phillips once presided 
over. At a luncheon meeting, Zalasiewicz 
asked his fellow committee members what 
they thought of the Anthropocene. Twenty-
one out of the twenty-two thought that the 
concept had merit.

The group decided to examine the idea 
as a formal problem in geology. Would the 
Anthropocene satisfy the criteria used for 
naming a new epoch? (To geologists, an epoch 
is a subdivision of a period, which, in turn, is a 
division of an era: the Holocene, for instance, 
is an epoch of the Quaternary, which is a 
period in the Cenozoic.) The answer the 
members arrived at after a year’s worth of 
study was an unqualified “yes.” The sorts of 
changes that Crutzen had enumerated would, 
they decided, leave behind “a global strati-
graphic signature” that would still be legible 
millions of years from now, the same way that, 
say, the Ordovician glaciation left behind a 
“stratigraphic signature” that is still legible 

the Anthropocene.’ Well, it was quiet in the 
room for a while.” At the next coffee break, 
the Anthropocene was the main topic of con-
versation. Someone came up to Crutzen and 
suggested that he patent the term.

Crutzen wrote up his idea in a short essay, 
“Geology of Mankind,” that ran in Nature. 
“It seems appropriate to assign the term 
‘Anthropocene’ to the present, in many ways 
human-dominated, geological epoch,” he 
observed. Among the many geologic-scale 
changes people have effected, Crutzen cited 
the following:

• Human activity has transformed 
between a third and a half of the land 
surface of the planet.
• Most of the world’s major rivers have 
been dammed or diverted.
• Fertilizer plants produce more nitrogen 
than is fixed naturally by all terrestrial 
ecosystems.
• Fisheries remove more than a third of 
the primary production of the oceans’ 
coastal waters.
• Humans use more than half of the 
world’s readily accessible fresh water run-
off.

mOST SignifiCanTly, Crutzen said, people have 
altered the composition of the atmosphere. 
Owing to a combination of fossil fuel com-
bustion and deforestation, the concentra-
tion of carbon dioxide in the air has risen 
by forty percent over the last two centuries, 
while the concentration of methane, an even 
more potent greenhouse gas, has more than 
doubled.

“Because of these anthropogenic emissions,” 
Crutzen wrote, the global climate is likely to 
“depart significantly from natural behavior for 
many millennia to come.”
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today. Among other things, the members of 
the group observed in a paper summarizing 
their findings, the Anthropocene will be 
marked by a unique “biostratigraphical sig-
nal,” a product of the current extinction event 
on the one hand and of the human propensity 
for redistributing life on the other. This signal 
will be permanently inscribed, they wrote, “as 
future evolution will take place from surviving 
(and frequently anthropogenically relocated) 
stocks.” Or, as Zalasiewicz would have it, rats.

By the time of my visit to Scotland, 
Zalasiewicz had taken the case for the 
Anthropocene to the next level. The lnterna-
tional  Commission on Stratigraphy, or ICS, is 
the group responsible for maintaining the offi-
cial timetable of earth’s history. It’s the ICS 
that settles such matters as: when exactly did 
the Pleistocene begin? (After much heated 
debate, the commission recently moved that 
epoch’s start date back from 1.8 to 2.6 mil-

lion years ago.) Zalasiewicz had convinced 
the ICS to look into formally recognizing 
the Anthropocene, an effort that, logically 
enough, he himself was put in charge of. As 
head of the Anthropocene Working Group, 
Zalasiewicz is hoping to bring a proposal to a 
vote by the full body in 2016. If he’s success-
ful and the Anthropocene is adopted as a new 
epoch, every geology textbook in the world 
immediately will become obsolete.

Elizabeth Kolbert is a staff writer at The New Yorker. 
She is the author of Field Notes from a Catastrophe: 
Man, Nature, and Climate Change.

From The Sixth Extinction: An Unnatural 
History Copyright © 2014 by Elizabeth Kolbert. 
Reprinted with the permission of Henry Holt 
and Company, LLC.

Zach Frailey
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Organizing for Survival
by wEn sTEphEnson

Dave Wilson
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Dave Wilson

The struggle for climate justice is a 
struggle at the crossroads of historic 
and present injustices and a looming 

disaster that will prove to be, if allowed to 
unfold unchecked, the mother of all injus-
tices. Because the disaster that is unfolding 
now will not only compound the suffering of 
those already oppressed (indeed, is already 
compounding it); it may very well foreclose 
any hope of economic stability and social jus-
tice for current and future generations.

Why, then, does the term “climate justice” 
barely register in the American conversation 
about climate change? Lurking in that ques-
tion is a tension at the heart of the climate 
struggle: a tension between the “mainstream” 
climate movement (dominated by largely 
white, well-funded, and Washington-focused 
green NGOs) and those—most often people 
of color—who have been fighting for social 
and environmental justice for decades. 

Nobody has worked longer and harder at 
this intersection of climate and environ-
mental justice than Robert D. Bullard, the 
celebrated sociologist and activist, author of 
eighteen books, who is often called the father 
of the environmental-justice movement. In 
1994, he founded the Environmental Justice 
Resource Center, the first of its kind, at 
Clark Atlanta University, and since 2011 he’s 
been the dean of the Barbara Jordan–Mickey 
Leland School of Public Affairs at Texas 
Southern University (TSU) in Houston. It 
was Bullard who introduced me to Hilton 
Kelley, and I knew he could offer insight into 
the relationship between the environmental-
justice and climate movements.

“Climate change looms as the global 
environmental-justice issue of the twenty-
first century,” Bullard writes in 2012’s The 
Wrong Complexion for Protection: How the 

Government Response to Disaster Endangers 
African American Communities, coauthored 
with his longtime collaborator Beverly 
Wright, founding director of the Deep South 
Center for Environmental Justice at Dillard 
University in New Orleans. “It poses special 
environmental justice challenges for com-
munities that are already overburdened with 
air pollution, poverty, and environmentally 
related illnesses.” Climate change, as Bullard 
and Wright show, exacerbates existing ineq-
uities. “The most vulnerable populations 
will suffer the earliest and most damaging 
setbacks,” they write, “even though they 
have contributed the least to the problem 
of global warming.” As if to prove the point, 
their book project was delayed for more 
than two years by Hurricane Katrina, which 
destroyed the Deep South Center’s computer 
files and devastated Wright’s New Orleans 
East community. Her chapters documenting 
the unequal treatment of the city’s African 
Americans in the Katrina recovery are essen-
tial reading.

Bullard’s landmark 1990 book Dumping 
in Dixie: Race, Class, and Environmental 
Quality established the empirical and theo-
retical basis—and, for that matter, the moral 
basis—of environmental justice. Through 
his early work, beginning in 1978, on the 
siting of urban landfills in Houston’s African 
American neighborhoods—as well as the 
siting around the country of toxic waste and 
incineration facilities, petrochemical plants 
and refineries, polluting power plants, and 
other industrial facilities—Bullard has sys-
tematically exposed the structural and at 
times blatant racism, which he names “envi-
ronmental racism,” underlying the dispropor-
tionate burden of pollution on communities 
of color, especially African communities in 
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the South. His work has done much to set 
the agenda of the environmental-justice 
movement.

In 2014, the movement was marking the 
twentieth anniversary of Executive Order 
12898, signed by President Bill Clinton in 
February 1994, which explicitly established 
environmental justice in minority and low-
income populations as a principle of fed-
eral policy. That year also marked the fiftieth 
anniversary of the Civil Rights Act—a fit-
ting coincidence, as Bullard liked to point 
out, because the “EJ” executive order rein-
forced the historic 1964 law. Nevertheless, 
as Bullard and his TSU colleagues wrote in a 
report titled Environmental Justice Milestones 
and Accomplishments: 1964 to 2014, “The 
EJ Executive Order after twenty years and 
three U.S. presidents has never been fully 
implemented.” That would qualify as an 
understatement. 

i SaT dOwn wiTh Bob Bullard that April in his 
office at TSU, where we had two lively and 
substantive conversations. I’d interviewed 
him once before, the previous August, and in 
the meantime he’d been much in demand. In 
September, he had received the Sierra Club’s 
John Muir Award, its highest honor (and the 
club went on to name its new environmental-
justice award after Bullard); in March, he 
had delivered the opening keynote address at 
the National Association of Environmental 
Law Societies conference at Harvard Law 
School, assessing environmental justice after 
twenty years (former EPA chief Lisa Jackson 
was the other keynoter). When we sat down 
together in Houston, I’d seen him just a few 
days earlier in Cambridge, where he received 
two standing ovations from the jam-packed 
Harvard audience. 

Bullard, who grew up in small-town 
Alabama, speaks with an orator’s cadences 
and a comedian’s timing. At sixty-seven, he 
had a fighter’s glint in his eye and an irresist-
ibly mischievous grin above a Du Boisian 
goatee (he calls W. E. B. Du Bois his intellec-
tual hero). In Houston, I asked him about the 
relationship between environmental justice, 
traditionally understood, and climate justice.

Bullard likes to start with a history lesson. 
In 1991, he helped convene the First National 
People of Color Environmental Leadership 
Summit in Washington, DC, where seven-
teen “Principles of Environmental Justice” 
were adopted. At the 1992 Earth Summit 
in Rio, those principles were circulated in 
several languages, but it wasn’t until 2000, in 
The Hague, that Bullard joined other leaders 
and groups from around the world for the first 
“climate justice summit,” which met in paral-
lel with the sixth United Nations climate 
conference, or COP6.

“It was a very transformative time,” Bullard 
recalled. “When environmental-justice 
groups and groups working on climate, on 
human rights and social justice and civil 
rights, came together in The Hague in 2000, 
‘climate justice’ was not a term that was uni-
versally used.” At that summit, he told me, 
“we said that climate justice has to be the 
centerpiece in dealing with climate change. 
If you look at the communities that are 
impacted first, worst, and longest—whether 
in Asia , Africa, and Latin America, or here 
in the US—when you talk about the major-
ity of people around the world, climate jus-
tice is not a footnote. It is the centerpiece.” 
Globally, he points out, climate justice “is not 
a minority view, it’s the majority view.”

Here in the United States, Bullard said, 
“equity and justice get a footnote.” In terms 
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of framing the climate conversation, he said, 
it’s been a struggle to make sure that justice 
is given parity with the science. “That’s the 
rub,” Bullard told me. “And that’s why the 
climate movement has not been able to get 
traction like you’d think it would, given 
the facts that are there. The people on the 
ground who could actually form the face of 
climate change, be the poster child of global 
warming—they’re almost relegated to the 

fringes. And that is a mistake.” In the United 
States as well as globally, Bullard said, “we 
know the faces, we know what they look 
like. We know the frontline communities, 
the frontline nations. But to what extent do 
we have leadership that’s reflective of com-
munities that are hardest hit? Very little has 
changed over the last twenty years when it 
comes to who’s out there.”

This criticism of mainstream climate and 
environmental groups, and the foundations 
who fund them, has been leveled count-
less times—and it has stuck for a reason. 
Until very recently—witness the widely 
noted diversity of the massive September 
2014 People’s Climate March in New York 
City, organized by a broad coalition that 
included environmental-justice and labor 
organizations—frontline communities, and 
especially communities of color, have been 
conspicuously underrepresented in the cli-
mate movement.

And yet, I observed, even with such inher-
ent tensions, climate justice ought to be the 

most unifying concept on the planet—if only 
for the simple reason that people everywhere 
tend to care about their children and grand-
children. I had asked Bullard earlier about 
the idea of intergenerational justice—based 
on the fact that, along with those in the 
poorest and most vulnerable communities 
around the world, today’s young people and 
future generations will bear vastly dispro-
portionate impacts of climate change. Isn’t 

climate justice really environmental justice 
writ large—on a global scale—yet with this 
added generational dimension?

“Exactly,” Bullard said. “And for me, that’s 
the glue and the organizing catalyst that can 
bring people together across racial and class 
lines.” 

In that case, I wondered aloud, if the 
central purpose of the climate movement is 
to prevent runaway, civilization-destroying 
global warming—in other words, to create 
the necessary political and economic condi-
tions for a last-ditch, all-out effort to keep 
enough fossil fuels in the ground—then isn’t 
that work already about racial, economic, 
social, and generational justice? Because the 
consequences, I said, if we don’t do everything 
possible to keep fossil fuels in the ground —

“Then we’re not going to have any justice,” 
Bullard interjected.

“In terms of the moral imperative,” he 
added, “looking at the severe impacts—the 
impact on food security, on cross-border 
conflicts, war, climate refugees—when you 

Isn’t climate justice really environmental justice writ large—on 
a global scale—yet with this added generational dimension?
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look at the human-rights piece, in terms of 
threats to humanity, if we drew it out and 
looked at it, I think more people would be 
appalled at these little baby steps that we’re 
taking. This is an emergency, and it calls for 
emergency action—not baby steps, but emer-
gency action.”

Nevertheless, Bullard also explained why 
that all-consuming focus on greenhouse emis-
sions is insufficient by itself—and is at the 
heart of the tension between environmental 
justice and the climate movement.

“You have to understand that in order to 

have a movement, people have to identify 
with—and own—the movement,” he said. 
“Just saying climate change is a big problem 
is not enough to get people to say, ‘We’re 
gonna work to try to keep coal and oil in the 
ground.’ There has to be something to trigger 
people to say, ‘This is my own movement.’’’

Bullard believes that the climate-justice 
framework can “bring more people to the 
table.” Take the example of coal plants, he 
said. “Moving away from coal, in terms of 
CO2 and greenhouse gases—the environ-
mental-justice analysis is that it’s not just 

Stephen Melkisethian
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Climate Education Community University 
Partnership (CECUP). “We’re linking our 
schools with these vulnerable communities,” 
Bullard told me, “trying to get to a popula-
tion that has historically been left out. We’re 
going to try to get our people involved.”

Bullard noted that these colleges and uni-
versities have always had a special mission—
Atlanta University (now Clark Atlanta), 
where Bullard began his graduate work in the 
sociology department created by W E. B. Du 
Bois, was founded by the Freedmen’s Bureau 
in 1865 to educate former slaves. Likewise 

the greenhouse gases we’re talking about; in 
terms of health, it’s also these nasty copollut-
ants that are doing damage right now. Not 
the future—right now.” So to bring those 
people to the table, he continued, “you have 
to say: How do you build a movement around 
that and reach people where they are?”

in 2013, bullard and his colleagues at TSU 
and other historically black colleges and 
universities—including Beverly Wright at 
Dillard and the Deep South Center in New 
Orleans—launched an initiative they call the 
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today, he argues, “we should not run away 
from anything to do with justice and equity 
and opportunity.” When you look at the most 
vulnerable communities, the “adaptation hot 
spots,” he added, these are the same commu-
nities the schools were founded to serve, and 
often the very places in which they are locat-
ed. “We’re not going to wait for somebody to 
ride in on a white horse and say, ‘We’re going 
to save these communities!’” Bullard said. 
“We have to take leadership.”

The initiative invests in a new generation 
of young scholars and leaders who can work 
at the intersection of greenhouse emissions, 
climate adaptation, and the classic environ-
mental-justice issues of pollution, health, and 
racial and class disparities. “Our folks on the 
ground can make the connections between 
these dirty diesel buses, that dirty coal plant, 
and their kids having to go to the emergency 
room because of an asthma attack, with no 
health insurance,” Bullard said. “We see it 
as human-rights issues, environmental issues, 
health issues, issues of differential power.” 

As I listened to Bullard, it was clear that 
anyone like me—with my privileged, big-
picture view of the climate catastrophe—
would do well to try seeing the concept 
of climate justice from the ground up, at 
street level, and through a racial-equity lens. 

Sitting down with five of Bullard’s graduate 
students at TSU—and joined by two of his 
colleagues, sociologist and associate dean 
Glenn Johnson and environmental toxicolo-
gist Denae King—I was treated to a generous 
portion of that ground-up perspective.

For Steven Washington, a twenty-nine-
year-old native of Houston’s Third Ward 
and a second-year master’s student in urban 
planning and public policy, “climate change 
means asthma; it means health disparities.” 

Working in Pleasantville, a fence-line com-
munity along the Port of Houston, he was 
concerned about the city’s notorious air 
quality, graded F by the American Lung 
Association, and what it means for a popula-
tion—especially the elderly—ill-equipped to 
deal with impacts of climate change such as 
heat waves. For Jenise Young, a thirty-three-
year-old doctoral student in urban planning 
and environmental policy whose nine-year-
old son suffers from severe asthma, climate 
change is also about “food deserts” like the 
one surrounding the TSU campus—a social 
inequity that climate change, as it increases 
food insecurity, only deepens. (The wealth-
ier University of Houston campus next door 
inhabits something of an oasis in that des-
ert.) Jamila Gomez, twenty-six, a second-
year master’s student in urban planning and  

 “It’s multiple problems     —poverty, food security, greenhouse 
emissions, all of these things happening at once. In the mind 

of a person living in a fence-line community, you have to 
address all of the problems.” 
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environmental policy, pointed to transporta-
tion inequities—the fact that students can’t 
get to internships in the city, that the elderly 
can’t get to grocery stores and doctors’ offices, 
that the bus service takes too long and Third 
Ward bus stops lack shade on Houston’s swel-
tering summer days.

I asked the TSU grad students if they saw 
the growing US climate-justice movement—
especially the many college students and 
young people who want to foreground these 
issues—as a hopeful sign.

“My major concern is that this is a lifelong 
commitment,” Young replied. “That’s my 
issue with a lot of the climate-justice move-
ment—that it’s the hot topic right now. Prior 
to that, it was Occupy Wall Street. Prior to 
that, it was the Obama campaign. But what 
happens when this is not a fad for you any-
more? Because this is not a fad.”

Glen Johnson, the coeditor of several 
books, including Environmental Health and 
Racial Equity in the United States (2011), 
chimed in: “It’s a life-and-death situation. 
There are others who come into the move-
ment, they have a choice—they can go back 
to their respective communities. But for us, 
there’s no backing out of talking about the 
[Houston] ship channel. We are the front 
line; it’s 24/7. When we wake up, we smell 
that shit.”

“It’s not one problem,” said Denae King. 
“It’s multiple problems     —poverty, food secu-
rity, greenhouse emissions, all of these things 
happening at once. In the mind of a person 
living in a fence-line community, you have 
to address all of the problems.” Climate 
change is urgent, she added, “but still, I 
have to pay my bills today. I have to provide 
healthy food today.”

All of which is undeniably true. And it 
is equally true that the overwhelming sci-
entific evidence indicates that the window 
in which to take meaningful action on 
climate change is closing fast. Unless we—
the United States and the world—act now, 
today, to begin radically reducing green-
house emissions and building resilience, our 
children and future generations face impacts 
that will dwarf even today’s worst environ-
mental and economic injustices.

whaT yOu hear from climate-justice advo-
cates working on the front lines—who under-
stand this urgency perfectly well—is that 
precisely because of the emergency in which 
we find ourselves, the way to build the kind 
of powerful movement we need is to approach 
climate change as an intersectional issue.

After I left Houston that April, I spoke 
with Jacqueline Patterson, director of the 
Environmental and Climate Justice Program 
at the NAACP. One of the first things she 
did upon arriving in 2009, Patterson told 
me, was to write a memo looking at climate 
justice and the NAACP’s traditional agenda. 
“It went area by area—health, education, 
civic engagement, criminal justice, economic 
development—and showed how environ-
mental and climate justice directly intersect 
in myriad ways.”

In the communities where she organiz-
es, Patterson told me, “we see the links. 
The same facilities that are driving climate 
change are also causing immediate health and 
economic impacts in these very communities. 
So they have an added advantage to see coal 
be put out of business. They’re the ones who 
have children stay home from school because 
of an asthma attack—or they’re burying their 
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children because of an asthma attack that 
wasn’t caught in time. People are having 
lung disease who never smoked a day in their 
lives. And we talk about all of that in an 
intertwined way.”

Patterson grew up on Chicago’s South Side 
and graduated from Boston University before 
earning degrees in public health and social 
work from Johns Hopkins and the University 
of Maryland. She feels a spiritual pull to 
climate-justice organizing and is actively 
engaged with churches. But her entry point 
to the work was her interest in how women 
are disproportionately affected by climate and 
environmental dangers: the spikes in sexual 
and domestic violence against women during 
and after disasters; the economic effects of 
women being primary caregivers for the sick 
and injured; the differential impacts of toxic 
exposures on women, from breast cancer to 
complicated pregnancies and birth defects. 
In 2007, she cofounded Women of Color 
United, and in 2009 partnered with the 
NAACP on the Women of Color for Climate 
Justice Road Tour. “Globally, it’s very much a 
part of the conversation,” she told me. “But 
here there’s an absence of gendered analysis 
around climate change.”

At the NAACP, Patterson’s work rests 
on the understanding that if we’re going to 
address climate seriously, then we’re in for 
a rapid energy transition—one that’s by no 
means guaranteed to be smooth or economi-
cally and socially just. In December 2013, the 
NAACP initiative released its “Just Energy 
Policies” report, looking state by state at the 
measures that can help bring about a just 
transition to clean energy. “In talking about 
such a major shift in such a major part of our 
economy, we’re being very explicit that we’re 

not just talking about renewable portfolio 
standards and energy efficiency standards and 
net metering policies,” she said. “We’re say-
ing that each state needs to have ‘local hire’ 
provisions, at the state and local levels, and 
provisions for disadvantaged business enter-
prises—minority and women-owned busi-
nesses. We have to be very intentional about 
an economic-justice transition along with the 
energy transition.”

The day before I talked with her, Patterson 
said, she stood next to NAACP leaders at 
a press conference in Milwaukee, “and we 
were talking about starting a training and 
job-placement program for formerly incarcer-
ated youth and youth-at-risk around solar 
installation and energy-efficiency retrofit-
ting.” An energy-efficiency bill was recently 
introduced in the Missouri Legislature, she 
noted. “Before, we might not have seen 
the NAACP getting behind that legislation, 
because the energy conversation wasn’t seen 
as part of our civil rights agenda. Now, we’re 
in with both feet.”

Wen Stephenson, an independent journalist and cli-
mate activist, is a contributing writer for The Nation. 
Formerly an editor at The Atlantic and The Boston 
Globe, he has also written about climate, culture, and 
politics for Slate, The New York Times, Grist, and 
The Boston Phoenix.

From What We’re Fighting For Now Is Each Other: 
Dispatches from the Front Lines of Climate Justice. 
Copyright ©2015 by Beacon Press. Reprinted by 
permission of Beacon Press.
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The magazine on my lap talks
about milk. Tells me that in America,
every farmer lost money on
every cow, every day of every month
of the year. Imagine that? To wake
up and know you’re digging yourself
deeper into a hole you can’t see
out of, even as your hands are wet
with what feeds you. That’s how this
thing is, holding on & losing a little each
moment. I’m whispering an invented
history to myself tonight—because
letting go is the art of living fully
in the world your body creates
when you sleep. Say a prayer for
the insomniacs. They hunger &
demand the impossible. Pray for
the farmers, hands deep in loam—
body’s weight believing what
the mind knows is ruin, they too
want the impossible, so accustomed
to the earth responding when they call.

                   Copyright © 2011 by Reginald Dwayne Betts. Reprinted by permission of the author.

I’m Learning Nothing This Night
by rEginaLD DwaynE bETTs
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Dependent Arising
by gEshE TsuLTim gyELTsEn



At the end of your analysis it may 
seem as though no conventional 
realities or phenomena exist, includ-

ing the law of karmic actions and results. 
However, they do exist—they just don’t 
exist in the way that you thought they did. 
They exist dependently, that is, their existence 
depends upon certain causes and condi-
tions. Therefore, we say that phenomena are 
“dependently arising.” All the teachings of 
Buddha are based upon the principle of the 
view of dependent arising. As Lama Tsong 
Khapa states in his Three Principal Paths, 
“it eliminates the extreme of eternalism.” 
This means that because things appear to 
your perceptions to exist only convention-
ally or nominally, their true, or inherent, 
existence is eliminated. The next line says, 
“…it eliminates the extreme of nihilism.” So, 
when you understand emptiness you will be 
able to eliminate the idea of complete non-
existence. You will understand that it is not 
that things are completely non-existent, it 
is just that they exist dependently. They are 
dependent arisings.

in arya nagarJuna’S Root Wisdom Treatise, 
he says that there isn’t any phenomenon that 
is not dependently existent, therefore there 
isn’t any phenomenon that is not empty 
of independent, or inherent, existence. 
Dependent arising is what we use to establish 
emptiness. Everything exists by depending 
upon something else, therefore everything is 
empty of inherent existence. When we use 
the valid reasoning of dependent arising we 
can find the emptiness of everything that 
exists. For example, by understanding that 
the self is dependently arising, we establish 
the selflessness of a person.

Claus Tom Christensen
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An example we could use is the reflection 
of our own face in the mirror. We all know 
that the reflection is not the real face, but 
how is it produced? Does it come just from 
the glass, the light, the face? Our face has 
to be there, but there also has to be a mir-
ror, enough light for us to see and so on. 
Therefore, we see the reflection of our face in 
the mirror as a result of several things inter-
acting with one another. We can investigate 
the appearance of our self to our perception 
in the same way. The self appears to us, but 
where does this appearance come from? Just 
like the reflection of the face in a mirror, it is 
an example of dependent arising.

This is quite clear in the case of functional 
things such as produced, or composite, phe-
nomena, but there are other phenomena that 
are not produced by causes and conditions. 
However, they too exist dependently, that 
is, through mutual dependence upon other 
factors. For example, in the Precious Garland, 
Nagarjuna talks about how the descriptive 
terms of “long” and “short” are established 
through mutual comparison. “If there exists 
something that is long, then there would 
be something that is short.” This kind of 
existence is dependently arising, but it is not 
dependent upon causes and conditions.  So, 
dependent arising can mean several things. 
As we practice analytical meditation on 
emptiness we need to bring these different 
meanings into our meditation.

dePendenT ariSing alSO refers to how every-
thing is imputed by terms and concepts. 
Everything is labeled by a conceptual thought 
onto a certain basis of imputation. There is 
the label, there is that which labels things 
and then there is the basis upon which the 
label is given. So, phenomena exist as a 

result of all these things and the interaction 
between them. In his Four Hundred Stanzas, 
Aryadeva says, “If there is no imputation 
by thought, even desire and so forth have 
no existence. Then who with intelligence 
would maintain that a real object is produced 
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their own entities, just as a snake is imputed 
onto a coiled rope.” The example I gave ear-
lier is how perceiving snow as yellow is a dis-
torted perception. The example of distorted 
perception given here is mistaking a coiled 
rope for a snake.

dependent on thought?” In the commentary, 
Mind Training Like the Rays of the Sun, we 
read, “Undoubtedly, those that exist only 
through the existence of thought and those 
that do not exist when there is no thought 
are to be understood as not existing by way of 

Simon Paterson
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Several conditions and factors need to 
come together for a person to misapprehend 
a coiled rope as a snake. It’s not enough just 
to have a coiled rope in a corner on a bright 
day. No one is going to be fooled by that. 
There has to be some obscuration or darkness 
and distorted perception in the mind as well. 
Only then can the misapprehension take 
place. Even if we analyze every inch of that 
coiled rope we will not find a snake. In the 
same way, even if we analyze every aspect of 
self or phenomena we will not find inherent 
existence. 

in The mind Training TexT we find the follow-
ing explanation. “An easier way of reaching a 
conviction about the way the innate miscon-
ception of self within our mind-stream gives 
rise to the misconception of self of persons 
and phenomena is that, as explained before, 
when a rope is mistaken for a snake, both 
the snake and the appearance of a snake in 
relation to the basis are merely projected by 
the force of a mistaken mind. Besides this, 
from the point of view of the rope, there is 
not the slightest trace of the existence of 
such an object [as a snake], which is merely 
projected by the mind. Similarly, when a face 
appears to be inside a mirror, even a canny 
old man knows that the appearance in the 
mirror of the eyes, nose and so forth and 
the reflection is merely a projection. Taking 
these as examples it is easy to discern, easy to 
understand and easy to realize that there is 
not the slightest trace of existence from the 
side of the object itself.” The moment that a 
person thinks that there is a snake where the 
coiled rope lies, the appearance of a snake 
arises in that person’s mind. That appearance, 
however, is nothing but a projection.

Similarly, although there isn’t a self that 
exists independently and objectively, our 
grasping misapprehends the self to exist in 
that way.  So then how does the self exist? 
Like any other phenomenon, the self exists 
imputedly. It exists by labeling, or imputa-
tion, by terms and concepts projected onto 
a valid basis of imputation. We must be able 
to clearly distinguish between the imputed 
self that is the basis for performing karmic 
actions and experiencing their results, and 
the inherently existent self that is the object 
that needs co be negated. When we consider 
our own sense of self, we don’t really get the 
sense of an imputed self. The feeling we have 
is more as if the self were existing inherently. 
Let me explain how the labeling, or imputa-
tion, works.

People use names for one another but those 
names aren’t the person. The words “John” 
and “Francis” are merely labels for a person. 
Just as the reflection of a face in a mirror does 
not exist from the side of the face, in the 
same way, the names John and Francis don’t 
exist independently. The names are applied 
to a valid basis of imputation—that is, the 
person. When you apply a label onto any 
base of any phenomenon, it works to define 
that thing’s existence—a vase, a pillar, a shoe 
and so forth. They are merely labels applied 
to their respective valid bases of imputation.

There iS a COmmOn conceptual process 
involved in labeling things. Things don’t 
exist from their own side, but they are labeled 
from our subjective point of view and that’s 
how they exist. Let’s take the example of a 
vase that we used earlier. In order to under-
stand the selflessness, or emptiness, of the 
vase, we need to refute its inherent true or 
independent existence, just as we have to 
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refute the inherent, true, existence of a person 
in order to understand the selflessness of a 
person. We must also be able to establish what 
a vase is conventionally or nominally because 
we cannot annihilate the conventional reality 
of a vase. 

Conventionally, a vase exists. It is made out 
of whatever materials were used to create it. It 
has hundreds and thousands of atoms and then 
there is its design, the influence of the potter 

and so forth. All these factors contribute to 
the production of a vase. So, a vase exists as a 
mere labeling, or imputation, onto the various 
factors that form its conventional existence, 
that is, its valid basis of imputation. If we look 
for what is being imputed, if we look for “vase,” 
we cannot find it. Just as we cannot find the 
imputed vase through ultimate analysis, we 
cannot find the imputed person through ulti-
mate analysis.

The person, self, or I is neither the continu-
ity nor the continuum of a person, nor his or 
her collection or assembly of aggregates. So, 
what is a person? Chandrakirti gives the exam-
ple of how the existence of a chariot depends 
upon the collection of its various parts. In 
today’s terms we could use the example of a 
car. When we examine a car we discover that 
no single part is “car.” The front wheels are 
not the car, the back wheels are not the car, 
neither is the steering wheel or any other part 
of it; there is no car that is not dependent 
upon these individual parts. Therefore, a car 

is nothing but a mere imputation onto its 
assembled parts, which constitutes its valid 
basis of imputation. Once the various parts of 
a car have been put together, the term “car” 
is imputed onto it. Just as a car is dependent 
upon its parts, so too is everything else. 

Chandrakirti continues, “In the same way, 
we speak of a sentient being conventionally, 
in dependence upon its aggregates.” So, we 
should understand that a person also depends 

upon his or her collection of aggregates. No 
one aggregate is the person, self, or I, yet 
there isn’t a person who is not dependent 
upon their aggregates. A person or sentient 
being is nothing but a label projected onto 
his or her valid basis. As we find stated in 
the mind training text, “Such a technique 
for determining the selflessness of the person 
is one of the best methods for cognizing the 
reality of things quickly. The same reasoning 
should be applied to all phenomena, from 
form up to omniscient mind.”

Geshe Tsultim Gyeltsen (1922-2009) was 
a Tibetan  lama, human rights activist, and founder 
of the Thubten Dhargye Ling Buddhist center in Long 
Beach, California. 

From Mirror of Wisdom: Teaching on Emptiness. 
Copyright ©2000 by Geshe Tsultim Gyeltsen. 
Reprinted with permission by the Lama Yeshe 
Wisdom Archive for Thubten Dhargye Ling 
Publications.

The person, self, or I is neither the continuity nor the 
continuum of a person, nor his or her collection or 

assembly of aggregates. So, what is a person? 
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If we approached rivers, mountains, drag-
onflies, redwoods, and reptiles as if all 
are alive, intelligent, suffused with soul, 

imagination, and purpose, what might the 
world become? Who would we become if 
we participated intentionally with such an 
animate Earth? Would the world quicken 
with life if we taught our children—and 
ourselves!—to sing and celebrate the stories 
embedded in the body of Earth, in the gran-
ite bones of mountains and rainy sky tears, 
in trembling volcanic bellies and green 
scented hills? What if we apprehended that 
by nourishing the land and creatures with 
generous praise and gratitude, with our 
remembrance or tears, we rejuvenate our 
own relationship with the wild Earth, and 
possibly revitalize the anima mundi—or soul 
of the world?

These were questions I posed to a group of 
environmental education graduate students 
during a conversation about Aboriginal 
Australian songlines—the stories of totemic 
ancestral journeys imprinted into the land 
during the Dreamtime, stories that are at 
once profoundly mythic and, according to 
at least one researcher, imbued with a deep 
sense of ecology. Traditional belief suggests 
that singing or dancing the songlines keeps 
the land alive. I hoped to fire up the stu-
dents’ imaginations with the possibility that 
even contemporary Western people like us 
might “hear” the layered geo-poetry and 
bio-mythos of the land and inhabitants and 
honor them with spoken praise, or song, or 
dance. Or even—and perhaps especially—
grief for what the wild Earth has endured at 
our hands.

“Isn’t that a little contrived?” one student 
asked. “It doesn’t feel comfortable to talk to 
trees or the river.”

Imagining Earth
by gEnEEn mariE haugEn

Zach Dischner
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True enough, I agreed. It’s difficult for 
Western adults to even imagine that stone 
or water, forests or creatures, have their 
own ancestral stories—epic journeys and 
transformations that are not necessarily the 
stories we tell about them. It’s even more 
difficult, perhaps, for us to imagine engag-
ing with those stories, participating with 
our words, gifts, music, or gesture. But what 
if, I asked, we simply practiced honoring 
the wild Others as if they could hear us, 
as if they were responsive, and as if Earth 
depended on this reciprocity for continued 
flourishing?

“Well,” one of the students allowed, “it 
would be a different world.”

a SenSe Of The wOrld’S numinous, animat-
ing dimension, its psyche or soul—its anima 
mundi—began to recede from the minds of 
Western people centuries ago. The modern 
scientific and industrial enterprise is based 
upon the Cartesian severance of psyche from 
matter—how else would we bear vivisection, 
mountaintop removal, rivers poisoned with 
effluents? Most never questioned the com-
mon view that the world is made up of dead 
or insentient matter, even though our own 
senses and experiences might sometimes 
suggest otherwise. For contemporary people, 
expressing the possibility (or certainty) that 
there is sentience, psyche, or soul present in 
everything can be socially risky though not 
life-threatening, but when radical cosmolo-
gist Giordano Bruno affirmed the animate 
nature of all matter in the sixteenth century, 
he was burned at the stake for beliefs that 
challenged the divinely ordained author-
ity of the Medieval Church. With Bruno’s  
execution, and with the loss of so many 

other human and other-than-human beings, 
the anima mundi—uncelebrated, dishon-
ored—slipped further into the shadows.

James Hillman writes of the need for 
psychology to return psychic depths to the 
world, without which we have been trying 
to heal or treat individual human patients 
without recognizing sentience—and suffer-
ing—in the world in which our individual 
lives are embedded. It is not clear to me 
that the world has actually lost its psychic 
depths, but surely there are few among us 
who, like Thomas Berry, recognize that 
the world is saturated in psyche—that 
“the universe from the beginning has been 
a psychic-spiritual, as well as a physical-
material, reality.”

We generally regard our bodies as ours, 
distinct from what is outside our skin, yet 
our bodies depend on air, water, sunlight—
and food, which in turn depends on air, 
water, sunlight, food. The elements of our 
bodies were born in a primeval supernova 
billions of years ago. Who can be sure where 
our bodies begin or end?

The familiar view suggests that psyche 
is entirely subjective, residing in the gray 
matter of the individual brain; yet can we 
be confident of making the cut that isolates 
our “own” psyche, mind, or imagination 
from the larger psyche of the world when 
we dream of communicating with animals, 
or of landscapes we have never seen, or 
when we have a sudden intuition about a 
distant beloved, or when we have visionary 
experience, or “remember” lives we have 
not lived? When we recognize that our ani-
mal companions dream, have memory, and 
sometimes know when we are within miles 
or hours of arriving home, or when we are 
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aware that plants may respond to our affec-
tions, can we be certain that psychic depths 
are limited to human beings? And even 
though, by now, the idea of the intercon-
nected body-mind-soul has permeated the 
“new age” (and beyond), how often do we 
enact our lives accordingly, as if there is inti-
mate relationship between our imaginations 
or mental habits and our bodily experience, 
including our experiences in the embodied, 
ensouled world beyond ourselves?

aT dawn in Summer, I carry my flute to 
the top of the slickrock mesa, where the 
undulating stone summit overlooks valleys, 
canyons, distant ridges, and peaks. I play 
the walnut flute as a way of beginning the 
day, greeting the world, offering melodies 
to rock, clouds, ponderosa, cottonwood in 
the draw below, grasses in the fields, mead-
owlarks, doves, finches, lizards. I play as 
if there are listeners. The music is simple, 
untrained. Sometimes I get lost in the 
rhythm of my breath moving through the 
flute body, emerging as music, and other 
times I am keenly aware of the Others, my 
companions in the dazzling world.

I have been teaching myself this practice 
of offering small beauty in reciprocity to 
the world, a practice that is deepened each 
time I play as if creatures other than human 
beings might hear me. It is an enormous 
act of imagination to participate as if even 
stone “hears” and plays a part in the land’s 
organs of perception. I began many years 
ago engaging with the world as if it mat-
tered to the Others as well as to me; I began 
with whispers, with gentle touches, then 
with praise, poetry, song—actively imagin-
ing that it did matter, somehow, even if 

there was no apparent response. But such 
offerings brought me more alive, and per-
haps opened some hidden organ of percep-
tion in me, because the world in which I am 
embedded seemed to tremble with greater 
aliveness too, like the sudden greening that 
follows desert rain.

I want to inhabit a fully animate world—
and sometimes I do, although not usu-
ally while paying bills or getting the tires 
rotated. In fact, the animate Earth seldom 
reaches me when I’m involved in the tasks 
of maintaining a twenty-first-century life. 
The laptop seldom speaks, the espresso 
pot is silent. Even the stones, antlers, and 
feathers gathered on sills and shelves are 
mute. But perhaps the world itself does not 
change; perhaps the anima mundi is always 
near and receptive; perhaps only the lens 
with which I perceive the world shifts or 
widens. Engaging with the exuberant wild 
Earth from a different, deeply imaginative 
mode of participating consciousness might 
be something like donning 3-D glasses—a 
shimmering new dimension is revealed, and 
it is not just visual. The numinous, psychic 
atmosphere pulses with aliveness, crackles 
with curiosity.

Can COnTemPOrary Western people reopen 
the gates of perception to an intelligent, 
meaningful cosmos, the cosmos as experi-
enced by “nature mystics” and many tra-
ditional people—perhaps even our own 
distant ancestors? If we cultivate the imagi-
native consciousness that allows for experi-
ence and perception of the anima mundi, 
would we be able to continue shutting 
down Earth’s life support systems? Would 
people who practiced reciprocity to an 
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animate, intelligent Earth have invented 
fracking, strip mines, Three Mile Island, or 
the economies of weapons, massive warfare, 
and destruction? Maybe. Yet it’s difficult to 
envision how a culture of reciprocity would 
have first developed the necessary Earth-
assailing technology; such things would 
have been, perhaps, as unimaginable as 
schemes to demolish our own loved ones 
would be to contemporary people.

whO wOuld we beCOme if we honored the 
other-than-human world as if it matters to 
them and to us? If we do not already recog-
nize that the Others are spiritual-psychic 
presences as well as physical beings, perhaps 
it’s still possible to teach ourselves to sense 
the world from a different set of assump-
tions, from a different lens, from a different 
view.

For most contemporary Western adults, 
intentionally participating with the other-
than-human world requires vivid imagi-
nation. But an enchanted world is the 
natural home of human children. Until 
the spell is broken, the world sparkles and 
brims with companions and playmates, dae-
mons and demons. Everything is alive and 
significant, thrilling, sometimes terrifying. 
Stones, clouds, and butterflies are capable 
of conversation. For most Western adults, 
the spell was broken long ago, and an 
enchanted world view of anyone past age six 
or so is easily dismissed as naïveté, animism, 
magical thinking, or regarded with suspi-
cion—perhaps mental illness or crackpot 
mysticism. Yet who does not long, perhaps 
secretly or with despair, to live in a sentient, 
meaningful cosmos?

It is one matter to imagine that grass, 
mountains, Moon, willows, warblers, and 

weasels are worthy of—and receptive to—
our praise and respectful attitudes; it’s 
another matter entirely to deeply believe 
this, to apprehend out of our own sensate 
experience that creatures and the body of 
Earth itself are aware of and in some way 
responsive to us—and that perhaps they are 
even participants in human affairs, whether 
or not we notice. If, as you grew in aware-
ness of the world, you were taught—as chil-
dren have been taught in many traditional 
cultures—that the other-than-human world 
is in conversation with you, asking from you 
a devoted attention, your experience of the 
world, your participation, would reflect that 
foundational understanding. You would be 
profoundly attuned to the slightest varia-
tions in the unfamiliar insects, the emer-
gence of rare leaves, the inaudible voice in 
the forest that says, “wait here.” You wait, 
and in a moment a spotted fawn, or a sow 
grizzly, pads into view.

A lifetime of such experience would con-
firm your unshakable belief in communion 
with an animate, intelligent world.

Even a few such experiences might 
momentarily assuage the terrible loneli-
ness of living in a meaningless, insentient 
universe.

Geneen Marie Haugen is a writer, wilderness 
wanderer, scholar, and guide to the intertwined 
mysteries of nature and psyche. She currently lives 
in southern Utah.

From Spiritual Ecology: The Cry of the Earth, 
edited by Llewellyn Vaughan-Lee, published by 
The Golden Sufi Center, copyright © 2013 The 
Golden Sufi Center, www.spiritualecology.org.
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The body is not the Buddha,
Nor is Buddha a body:
Only reality is the body,
Permeating all things.

If one can see the Buddha-body
Pure as the nature of reality.
Such a one has no doubt
Or confusion about the Buddha.

If one sees all things
As in essence like nirvana,
This is seeing the Enlightened
Ultimately without abode.

If one cultivates right awareness
And clearly sees true awakening,
Signless, without discrimination,
This is an inheritor of truth.

It’s like a painter
Spreading the various colors:
Delusion grasps different forms
But the elements have no distinctions.

In the elements there’s no form,
And no form in the elements;
And yet apart from the elements
No form can be found.

As in all worlds
All the solid elements
Have no independent existence
Yet are found everywhere,
So also does the Buddha-body
Pervade all worlds,
Its various physical forms
Without abode or origin.

Just because of activities
Do we say the name “living beings”—
And there is no action to be found
Apart from living beings.

The nature of action is fundamentally 
empty and nil,
But is that on which beings are based,
Everywhere producing all physical forms,
And yet coming from nowhere.

This is the active power of forms.
Impossible to conceive:
If one comprehends the basis,
Therein no object is seen.

The Buddha-body is also like this:
It cannot be conceived;
Its various physical forms
Appear in all lands in the cosmos.

from The Avatamsaka Sutra
TransLaTED by Thomas CLEary



73

In the mind is no painting,
In painting there is no mind;
Yet not apart from mind
Is any painting to be found.

That mind never stops,
Manifesting all forms,
Countless, inconceivably many,
Unknown to one another.
Just as a painter
Can’t know his own mind
Yet paints due to the mind,
So is the nature of all things.

Mind is like an artist,
Able to paint the worlds:
The five clusters all are born thence;
There’s nothing it doesn’t make.
As is the mind, so is the Buddha;
As the Buddha, so living beings:
Know that Buddha and mind
Are in essence inexhaustible.

If people know the actions of mind
Create all the worlds,

They will see the Buddha
And understand Buddha’s true nature.
Mind does not stay in the body,

Nor body stay in mind:
Yet it’s able to perform Buddha-work
Freely, without precedent.

If people want to really know
All Buddhas of all times,
They should contemplate the nature 
of the cosmos:
All is but mental construction.

Thomas Cleary is an author and translator of 
Buddhist, Taoist, Confucian and Muslim classics. 
He lives in Oakland, California.

From The Avatamsaka Sutra, translated by 
Thomas Cleary. Copyright © 1984 by Thomas 
Cleary. Reprinted by arrangement with The 
Permissions Company, Inc., on behalf of 
Shambhala Publications Inc., shambhala.com.
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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 podcasts, 
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 dedicated to practicing, realizing and 
embodying 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 organizations 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 practice across disci-
plines 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  
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.
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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. Daido 
Roshi was a lineage holder in the Soto school of Zen, and also received Inka (final seal of 
approval) in the Rinzai school. Roshi drew on his background as a scientist, artist, naturalist, 
parent and Zen priest to establish a uniquely American Zen Buddhist training center. 

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 lives with his family in Danville, PA.

VANESSA ZUISEI GODDARD began residency at the monastery in 1996, ordained in 2005 and 
returned to lay life in 2014 while continuing on as senior staff and becoming a dharma holder in 
the Order. She lives in Mount Tremper with her partner and serves as the Director of Dharma 
Communications.
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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 a vibrant experience of 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 
periods, 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 
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community of residents holds jobs or goes to school. Residential life is guided by the abbot, Shugen 
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 prac-
tice, 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 program 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 Essentials of Zen, 
a series of seminars 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 pri-
vate 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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MUJAKU SENJIN 
June 3, 1946 – January 24, 2016

Senior monastic Mujaku Senjin passed away on the evening of Saturday, January 23 at New 
York Methodist Hospital’s oncology and palliative care unit. One of her friends and caretak-
ers over the past year works as nurse at the hospital and was at Senjin’s side during her last 
moments. 

Senjin first came to Zen Mountain Monastery in 2001. Earlier in her life, Senjin lived at 
an ashram in Brooklyn and was deeply involved in the spiritual practice of Kundalini Yoga. 
She was a student of Yogi Bhajan, who gave her the name Sat Kaur (“Truth Princess”). Since 
her twenties, Senjin was a classical and modern dancer, performing with renowned American 
choreographer Laura Dean in the premieres of several of Dean’s major works. She later estab-
lished her own dance ensemble which performed her original pieces to glowing reviews in The 



New York Times, which called her “a fearless original” with “a strong, wildly imaginative sense 
of theater.” She taught at the Pratt Institute in Brooklyn and toured internationally.

Senjin had the heart of a true seeker, and her rich and varied life experience gave her many 
strengths to draw on and gifts to share during her life as a monastic, including teaching yoga 
as body practice and offering precise and spirited training on various service positions. We 
are all grateful for the opportunity to have known, loved and practiced with Senjin, and we 
miss her more than words can say. Her funeral service was held at the Monastery on Sunday, 
February 21st.

 FROM SENJIN’S SHUSO HOSSEN TALK, MAY 2012:

As a dancer, my life was deeply concerned with the single instant. The life, vigor, and attraction of dance lies just 
in that instant. If you were in that instant—whole body-mind— you were not seen, only the instant was seen. A 
dancer’s very medium is impermanence. There is never any going back, there’s never looking forward. You either 
execute the movement on the count at that moment, or you do not. A dancer rehearses and practices so hard and 
diligently that you are not. Only the dance is. 

Merce Cunningham described it as white, heat energy. But that’s all well and good for dance. How can my 
practice heal and nourish the world and my life? I had to begin to use the ingredients of my life that weren’t so 
pretty...I was ready to try trashing my definitions, opinions, and theories that I so desperately held on to. I knew 
it was going to require that I go to places of pain, confusion, doubt, and face them on a gut level. I slowly began 
to soften and remember a phrase that I had read years ago that really touched my heart, […] “what sorrow is 
there that is not mine?” Clearly, something new was opening up in me.



TEACHING IN THE TEN DIRECTIONS

Shugen Sensei led the winter practice both at the Monastery and the Temple with a range of retreats 
and sesshins, including Buddha’s Enlightenment Vigil and Rohatsu Sesshin at the Monastery. In 
January, Sensei spoke with a visiting group of Dzogchen students from KTD, the Tibetan monastery 
in Woodstock. Early in the winter he participated in a gathering of contemporary Buddhist teachers 
being featured in The Lion’s Roar magazine (formerly Shambhala Sun) and contributed a piece on 
the question “What is the most important truth to proclaim in today’s troubled world?” In February, 
he began participating in the Woodstock-area Interfaith Council.

Throughout the winter Hojin Osho led several arts retreats at the Monastery and the Temple, 
and traveled to Buffalo to lead a well-attended sesshin for our affiliate group there. She was also 
across the River at Bard College for their zendo dedication (see below), and for an arts retreat for 
students there in the fall. 

In January, Hogen Green traveled to New Zealand; (see related story and pictures from his visit). 
This winter Zuisei Goddard helped launch the new LGBTQ group at the Temple and offered a 
zazenkai there in January.

OPENING THE BUDDHA’S EYES
 

Bard College’s Buddhist Meditation Group recently hosted a gathering of students, faculty, 
and community members for the dedication and eye-opening ceremony of their new Buddha 
statue and designated practice space. Hojin Osho, who has visited the group on numerous 
occasions, officiated and offered a poem.

This newly occupied space is the Bard campus’s first dedicated zendo and ecumenical space 
for Buddhist practice. The group was formed in 2001 by MRO student Tatjana Myoko von 
Prittwitz und Gaffron, and meets several times each week. For more information on joining 
the group for zazen, contact Myoko at gaffron@bard.edu or call (845) 758-4619.
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NOVICE ORDINATION FOR IKUSEI SETTIMI

On Sunday, December 6th, Shea Ikusei Settimi received novice ordination at the Monastery from 
Shugen Sensei. A full zendo of sangha, friends and family came to share the day and support Ikusei in 
this next step on her path.

Similar to a Jukai ceremony, novice ordination consists of the 16 precepts of the Buddha way, as well 
as the five monastic vows of simplicity, stability, service, selflessness and accomplishing the Buddha’s 
way. The novice receives these vows provisionally and works with them in daily life and practice to help 
further discern her path and whether to continue on for full ordination in the future.

Ikusei became a formal student in 2008, received the precepts in 2012 and became a postulant in 
2014. She lives at the Monastery with her partner Onjin and serves as the Monastery’s web content 
editor and programs and outreach coordinator.

THE MONASTERY’S NEWEST RESIDENT: WELCOME RUDY!
A new tiger-striped face arrived at the Monastery in January. After several days of hiding under 
the lockers, he was ready to accept friendship, chase string and harmonize. Rudy first appeared 
in a local sangha member’s woodpile and was later approved by senior monastics for residency. 
His first sesshin experience in late January was engaged with openness and curiosity. Although 
his russet fur provides camouflage in the woodwork of the dining hall, he’s not difficult to find.

 
WRITERS: LEND US YOUR VOICE

Our next Sangha Reflections feature will be on the theme Hearing the Cries of the Earth. All 
readers are invited to share thoughts on facing the climate crisis, and your love, ambivalence 
or even fear regarding what is happening to our wild earth. Submit a brief piece in your own 
voice, approx. 250 words, by April 30th, to mreditor@dharma.net. Thank you!
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GREEN DRAGONS KEEP SHOWING UP! 

In January, a band of Monastery residents and local sangha members joined protests at the State 
Capitol in Albany, NY against several New York State utility development projects. These included 
pipeline and storage facilities, which contribute to rising levels of CO2 in the atmosphere and 
pose threats to groundwater. Activists at the rally encouraged citizens to continue holding elected 
officials accountable for safe and clean energy, and calling for an end to reliance on coal, oil and 
natural “fracked” gas.

SANGHA GROUPS BEGIN AT ZCNYC

Starting in February, a new LGBTQ Group formed at Fire Lotus Temple, offering a place for prac-
titioners in the sangha to explore how the dharma teachings can illuminate life as an LGBTQ 
person. Envisioned as a space to help participants be more visible to ourselves and to one another, 
it also offers a way for LGBTQ sangha members to support one another in dharma practice. The 
group will meet monthly in the evenings or on weekends to explore issues including identity, anger, 
fearlessness and cultivating compassion—all in the context of the dharma. For more information 
and meeting times please visit zcnyc.mro.org/lgbtqteagroup.

Later this spring the Beyond Fear of Differences group will launch a new group dedicated to 
“Examining Whiteness,” to further its commitment to anti-bias work as both Right Action and 
self-study. This affinity group for white-identified community members will meet regularly to help 
each other uncover and more fully understand personal bias, white privilege, and conditioned ways 
of using thought, speech and action in relationship to race. If you are a white-identified member of 
the sangha and are interested in learning more please email zcnyc@mro.org.



NEW MRO STUDENTS

In February, Jack Hennessy, Tirso Cleves, Jessica Ludwig and Ed McCorry each passed 
through the five barrier gates to become formal MRO students. 

APPRECIATION

The Monastery would like to express gratitude to John Caruso, MRO and Shinsui Bowles, 
MRO for the extraordinary baked goods. Many thanks to those who continue to donate 
used Mountain Records and other books to the NBPS. Gratitude to Kaishin Jamieson, MRO 
who makes stunning, one-of-a-kind altar cloths and rakusu covers to sell in The Monastery 
Store, to Elizabethanne Spiotta for a Mac, and to Nicholas Lue for the audio amplifier and 
his expertise in helping rewire the Sangha House. 

BEGGING BOWL

The kitchen could use an industrial-sized pressure cooker. 

COMINGS & GOINGS AT THE MONASTERY

From December through February month-long residents included Ben Bertino of Queens, 
NY, Mandira Sareen of Washington, DC, Rebecca Kisch of Woodstock,NY,  Annelisse 
Fifi of Brooklyn, NY, Ruth Essig of Michigan, Benedicto Marinas of NY, NY, and Jinshin 
Dragotta, MRO of Ottsville, PA. Staying for two-month residencies were Caleb Cates of 
Arlington, MA, Andrea Nieves of Hyde Park, NY and Ryan Tinkel of Queens, NY. In 
December, Kate Tanski of Seattle, WA stayed for a week. In January, Corey McIntyre of 
San Luis Obispo, CA returned home after six months of residency, and in February Es 
Taylor of Auburn, NY completed five months of residency. Last September Chris Tyler, 
MRO and Taikyo Gilman, MRO both began year-long residencies.

COMINGS & GOINGS AT THE TEMPLE

In December, Donna Nicolino, MRO, completed a month of residential training, Cecilia 
Dougherty, MRO, began a two-month residency, while Theresa Braine ended a four-
month residency. In January, Jessica Ludwig, MRO, began a three-month residency, Piotr 
Denkeiwicz visited for two weeks, and Jinzhe Cui stayed for a three-week artist’s residency. 
In February Daniel Latorre, MRO, began a one month residency.



SPRING ANGO 2016
BORN AS THE EARTH

The Mountains and Rivers Order training schedule cycles through periods of intensifica-
tion and relaxation, mirroring seasonal changes and giving us varied opportunities to study 
and practice. The spring and fall quarters are Ango (“peaceful dwelling”)—ninety-day inten-
sives 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 Spring 2016 Ango, the 
sangha will be taking up the teachings of Dogen’s Valley Sounds, Mountain Colors for our study 
as we work with the theme of our one home, this great Earth.

Shugen Sensei is encouraging each one of us during this Ango to devote our practice, study 
and heartfelt concern to our planet and the challenges we face in living with the realities of 
climate change. Together we will take up a loving, honest and engaged study of the deeply 
spiritual and moral imperative of all human and non-human suffering, and our ever-present 
capacity to liberate this suffering into peace and happiness for all life.

As always we are offered numerous ways to engage this study and practice. Our Buddhist 
Study and Earth Awareness in particular provide a way to explore the spiritual, moral, psycho-
logical and emotional aspects of dealing with great world challenges. A liturgy practice is also 
offered, using the Metta Sutta, an original teaching by the Buddha on lovingkindness which 
can help us resonate with how we live on and care for this earth and all beings.

The ango hike up Mount Tremper is scheduled for Sunday, April 10th, weather permitting. 
For more information about this Spring Ango and the various activities both at the Monastery 
and the Temple, please check out our website at zmm.mro.org.



BUDDHIST DECLARATION PRESENTED AT CLIMATE SUMMIT

For the first time, leaders representing Buddhist groups worldwide, including His Holiness the 
Dalai Lama, Zen Master Thich Nhat Hanh, and His Holiness the 17th Karmapa, have come 
together on a global issue to speak with one voice.  “We are at a crucial crossroads where our 
survival and that of other species is at stake as result of our actions,” begins the Buddhist Climate 
Change Statement to World Leaders. This call to action, initiated by the Global Buddhist 
Climate Change Collective, was presented at the 21st Session of the Conference of Parties to the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). 

This statement was created to give a clear, united message to recognize our dependence on one 
another as well as the natural world. The following actions were suggested:

1. To be guided by the moral dimensions of climate change as indicated in Article 3 of 
the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC).
2. To phase out fossil fuels and move towards 100 percent renewables and clean energy.
3. To create the political will to close the emissions gap left by country climate pledges 
so as to ensure that the global temperature increase remains below 1.5 degrees Celsius, 
relative to pre-industrial levels.
4. To make a common commitment to increase financing over the $100 billion agreed 
on in Copenhagen in 2009, including through the Green Climate Fund (GCF), to help 
vulnerable developing countries prepare for climate impacts and transition towards a 
low–carbon economy.

The statement also includes effective actions for individuals such as protecting our forests, eat-
ing plant–based diets, reducing consumption, using public transportation, recycling, and switch-
ing to renewables.  

You can read a complete copy of the Buddhist Declaration on Climate Change at www.gbccc.
org, and more about the UNFCCC at www.ecobuddhism.org.



THE LIVING QUESTION: ZEN TEACHINGS IN NEW ZEALAND

Have you ever found yourself waving adieu to a long-held question that, for the time-being, has 
been answered? Perhaps what once seemed like a torment has become a guide, then a friend, then 
nothing at all. I’ve had that experience, and in the quiet that ensued, I wondered what my next 
question would be.

During a Skype call before his arrival in New Zealand, Hogen said, “Part of my job, as I under-
stand it, is to stir up the Kiwi sangha. So I’ve been thinking about how to do that.” He was consider-
ing giving a retreat on asking a question. It would be very interactive, he said; a good opportunity 
for the New Zealanders to engage in Zen study while getting to know one another in a different way.

A couple of weeks later he arrived in New Zealand to offer this retreat, called “The Living 
Question.” It was part of a series which included a public talk, workshop, face-to-face interview, 
discussion nights and sesshin. 

The first component of Hogen’s teaching program was set in Christchurch. After a couple of 
events aimed at beginning audiences, he led three evening discussions on Buddha, Dharma and 
Sangha. Each night attracted 15-20 people. The atmosphere was very alive, with many direct and 
energetic dialogues. During those evenings newcomers got a taste of what Zen training can be. 
Hogen was holding true to his intention to ‘stir us up.’

After a week in Christchurch we headed west to the footsteps of the Southern Alps and a 
quiet retreat space called Staveley Camp. That’s where we held the weekend retreat, “The Living 
Question.” Before sending us out to consider our own question, Hogen spoke about how “our search 
for answers to profound issues can either fuel or frustrate our practice.” He gave us the words of 
Rainer Maria Rilke to ponder:

Have patience with everything unresolved in your heart and try to love the questions themselves as 
if they were locked rooms or books written in a very foreign language. Don’t search for the answers, 
which could not be given to you now, because you would not be able to live them. And the point is, to 
live everything. Live the questions now. Perhaps then, someday far in the future, you will gradually, 
without even noticing it, live your way into the answer. (Letters to a Young Poet, Number 4.)



Later the same day, participants worked individually, in pairs, and as a group, to step into their 
most pressing living question. We were encouraged to keep studying it, layer by layer, and at a cer-
tain point to provide a summary in five words or less. Some people managed to do it in just one: 
“fear,” “love,” “alone,” “death.”

My five words were, “How to practice amid clouds?”  —how to practice a headspace that felt foggy, 
indistinct—a feeling that left me temporarily unimpressed by the metaphorical “fire burning on top 
of my head.” I found that my question occupied a specific room—a kitchen/dining area I work in 
three days a week. I had a clear sense of the fog I got in there; yet within the fog I didn’t feel clear 
at all.

I think “The living question” is a wonderful way to talk about the challenges of our life. They 
aren’t always the same. They’re us—they come from us and make us. It was interesting to note, as 
people spoke about their questions, how much we share. How generous (and stingy) we can be with 
our demons, and how personal the journey of discovery remains.

Having articulated our questions, many of us sat with them during the week of sesshin that 
followed. In the stillness, our personal koans con-
tinued to breathe, morph, and dance with other 
questions. It was helpful to work face-to-face with 
Hogen during this time.

I’d like to thank Hogen, on behalf of the New 
Zealand sangha, for the support and generosity he 
showed to us during this trip. This was Hogen’s 
third visit, and this time his wife Eiho traveled as 
well. I thank them both for sharing the dharma, for 
stirring us up, and helping us to see how much we 
have to work with.

Geoff Gensei Moore, MRO is a member of the New Zealand 
Christchurch sangha, and lives at the Opawa Zendo cottage.



VISIONS OF BOUNTY:
THE SANGHA BRAINSTORMS THE FUTURE

This summary highlights ideas discussed within the sangha during the 35th Anniversary Board of 
Governor’s break-out discussion groups held last October, 2015 at the Monastery. In these meetings, 
five themes emerged: web technology, education (programs and training) ecology/intimacy with natural 
world; right livelihood; and, physical plant/buildings and grounds. 

Web Technology

The discussion reflects a vision of the MRO website or sites as a place where MRO students can com-
municate (online directory and skills database, Diamond Net contacts) and within our larger sangha 
community (streaming talks and events, ride share, online Buddhist Studies and publications, retail-
ing). Also, a suggestion to provide our web presence in other languages. IT initiatives may require 
that we hire or use work exchange to provide skills, continuity, and training of resident staff.

educaTion (Programs and Training)

Public Programs
The sangha suggested more outdoor and environmental programming and more speakers on social 
action and engaged Buddhism. A four-tiered approach to public programs at ZMM and ZCNYC 
emerged: longer retreats led by an MRO or guest teacher; retreats and workshops led “in-house” by 
uniquely qualified senior or jukai students; online programs; and, free or low-cost drop-in classes 
for the local communities. Members of Affiliate Groups would like to gather and develop training 

materials; and, campus outreach and ‘contemplative 
education’ should also be explored. Through The 
Monastery Store, offer demos, educational tags on 
merchandise, etc.; and, use the web to preview events 
that are “coming soon.” 

Internal Training
More training (both residential and lay) in caring for 
our elders, stewarding the land we share, and honor-
ing our diversity.  Also, reflection on how we view 
and value the skills of our sangha as well as a desire 
to clarify certain aspects of the training matrix such 
as monastics’ role in public programming, the Daojin 
program, and students training in service positions.

ecology/inTimacy WiTh The naTural World

Our relationship with the environment is seen as 
potentially infusing everything we offer in the MRO, 
from Monastery and ZCNYC retreats to products we 



sell in The Monastery Store. There’s significant interest in expanding the way we use the land as 
a resource and as a teacher. Short-term visions include offering meditation retreats partially out-
doors, sell earth-friendly products at the store, and further educating ourselves about our immediate 
environment, resources and climate change. Middle-term ideas involve using the garden for edu-
cational programming, and creating and implementing a community disaster plan. The long-range 
view includes co-housing and co-working situations for lay sangha upstate and downstate, bringing 
together Right Livelihood, resource sharing and Zen practice.

righT livelihood

Right livelihood was discussed in terms of how the MRO makes its living as well as how to sup-
port Right Livelihood for the lay sangha. Co-housing and co-working possibilities include sugges-
tions for eldercare and hospice work, with opportunities for training and work exchange. Dharma 
Communications is reimagined as a community education center, store and café. Suggestions for store 
goods are many, varied, and all homemade—each prioritizing uniqueness, sincerity and integrity over 
anything mass-produced or available elsewhere. One major project suggestion was the creation of a 
rental Guest House owned by MRO but not directly on Monastery grounds. 

Physical PlanT/buildings and grounds

Almost every initiative suggested in the other areas would have some impact on our physical plant. 
Projects include: rethinking of the space at Dharma Communications; renovations to the ZMM 
kitchen and garden/orchard processing; creating a sewing workshop; and, considering the purchase 
of a van for ZCNYC. Overall considerations include making facilities more “elder friendly” and 
accessible. Immediate projects include: wall benches for ZCNYC; shoe racks and railing for Sangha 
House; and, review of all fire safety and emergency plans. Long-range land use that requires research 
includes expanding the cemetery.

A more detailed version of the Board of Governor’s notes is available through the Training Office.



92

“Does the brush 
have heart?” The 
well-known art-
ist and Buddhist 
scholar, Kazuaki 
Tanahashi, poses 
this question early 
in this terrific new 
book on East Asian 
Calligraphy. In this 
extensive yet acces-
sible guide to the 
practice of callig-
raphy, the author, 
born and trained in 
Japan and working 

in the US since 1977, gently leads the inter-
ested reader through the process of creating 
numerous ideographs, including many com-
mon to Zen practice. 

In addition to presenting extensive train-
ing in the techniques for calligraphy, the 
author provides inspiring guidance on the 
spirit of practice,  “Calligraphy is not a 
goal oriented task, but, rather, a path for 
deepening your way of life.” Thus, this book 
is really about the path and practice of cal-
ligraphy. And further, “In doing brushwork, 
you...experience meditation in motion and 
intimacy with a deeper part of yourself.  You 
come to the point where you keep noticing 
breakthroughs and miracles in your life.”

The book is divided into three parts: 
Introduction to East Asian Calligraphy; 
Master Samples and Study; and Inside 
Calligraphy.  The introduction presents a 
brief history and a discussion of the different 
types of ideographs, and gives detailed guid-
ance in how to begin making basic strokes. 
I got out my ink, brushes and paper in the 
course of reading the book. I found the 
guidance and techniques to be very useful 
in improving basic strokes and learning new 
ways to create them. 

One of the most useful—and for me valu-
able—parts of the teaching approach was an 
unexpected link to an extensive companion 
video tutorial of both the basic brush strokes 
and the samples for copying.  The link to 
these videos is referenced in the preface 
to the book. In these videos, the teacher 
demonstrates each basic brush stroke in two 
forms—the formal brush stroke and a skel-
etonized fine-line tracing that illustrates the 
subtle movements of the brush. The videos 
perfectly complement the book and give 
follow-along guidance that demonstrates the 
creation of a perfect stroke. 

Through seeing and hearing his instruc-
tions in the videos, the author’s warm and 
encouraging style comes to life. While how 
I used them may not be for everyone—sit-
ting with drawing materials in front of me 
with the book on one side and my computer 
playing the video on the other side—it was 
fantastic to move between the written and 
pictorial guidance while working on my 
practice piece. The clips were much more 
than just technical help; they offer the same 

Heart of the Brush
The Splendor of East Asian Calligraphy

by Kazuaki Tanahashi
Shambhala Publications, 2016
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graceful guidance that the author provides 
in his in-person workshops. 

With the guidance of book, I found myself 
attracted to very small details in even a 
“simple” line, such as the fine movements at 
the start of the stroke that enable signature 
line styles (open and closed forms). Through 
the text and videos, I was able to repeatedly 
study the brush technique in, say, making 
a sharp diagonal line with the brush at the 
start of line, practice this several times, 
and repeat the process by returning to the 
written words and the visual guidance of 
the teacher. For those unable to attend a 
workshop, or for those who would like to 
continue to practice on their own, this com-
bination of written and video methods is a 
wonderful way of learning the practice of 
calligraphy with a modern master. 

In the second section of the book, model 
calligraphies are presented of 150 ideographs. 
The student is encouraged to undertake one 
of several “modes of study,” from copy-
ing to improvisation, using the model fig-
ures as a reference. The extraordinary ideo-
graphs, accompanied by historical examples 
from ancient masters are presented in three 
scripts—formal, semi-cursive, and cursive.  
The student is encouraged to study all the 
scripts by way of reproducing and interpret-
ing the model ideograph.  This is noted to be 
a “unique” approach to training (one which 
Kaz uses during the calligraphy workshops he 
teaches). I was reminded of the text’s early 
guidance about the path of calligraphy not 
being the goal of creating a “good” figure, 
but more about “deepening my life.”  

In the final section, the author returns 
to the spirit of calligraphy and discusses 
aesthetics, creativity and other important 
considerations such as developing a regular 
practice. Additional technical guidance is 
offered on grinding ink, seals, and mounting 
your work.

In summary, I found this to be an inspir-
ing and very useable guide to exploring East 
Asian Calligraphy. Both the technical guid-
ance on how to draw and the spirit of the 
path were exciting to read and put to paper.  

Rick Shinsui Bowles is an MRO student and 
Daojin, and serves on the Board of Directors. He 
lives in Bucks County, PA.

From Heart of the Brush

Studying calligraphy is one way to 
realize how much we have to learn 
from the wisdom, aesthetics, and 
depth of our ancestors. In this time 
of rapid technological advancement, 
in taking up the brush we become 
humble and feel privileged to be part 
of an ancient civilization.

—Kazuaki Tanahashi
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Vows channel energy.  
This is the crux of Jan 
Chozen Bays’ most recent 
book, The Vow Powered 
Life: a Simple Method for 
Living with Purpose.

We all have vows and 
live by them, whether 
we are conscious of this 
or not.  Anyone read-
ing these lines has made 
a vow to live. Chozen 
Roshi writes, “you came 
into the world with the 

vow to live!”—and yet most of us do not 
know this. To raise that initial vow to a con-
scious level is to empower ourselves to guide 
the life energy we have. When we connect 
to our deepest purpose, we let our vows arise 
and we surrender to the beauty of a commit-
ted life.

Different types of vows abound, explains 
Chozen Roshi. Many vows are reactive and 
negatively phrased. If we have gone through 
trying situations, we often form vows ‘not to 
be like...’ and ‘not to do...’ I formed many 
such vows myself and can testify that they are 
powerful guides, yet much energy is wasted 
on such vows. The anger involved in keeping 
reactive vows takes away energy that could be 
put to better use. Chozen Roshi helps guide us 
through different processes that can uncov-
er such inchoate vows and help us decide 

whether they are serving us well or not.
Chozen Roshi places importance on dif-

ferentiating our primary vows from the 
means towards attaining them. Many of us 
mistake the means—a job or a relationship, 
for example—for the vow. This sets us up 
for disappointment once the means come 
to an end. If our vows are clear, then we 
realize that the means to attaining that vow 
will change and we’ll be able to grow and 
change along with the means. By implica-
tion, the vow will also grow and change 
along with us. Vows are alive, Chozen Roshi 
emphasizes, and as such, they grow and 
metamorphose.

In the third section Chozen Roshi guides 
us through different ways of forming our 
own vows. The tactics to discerning our 
vows range from writing the epitaph on our 
own tombstone to writing a mission state-
ment as if we were a business. The notion of 
writing a mission statement for our lives as 
if we were a business was at first off-putting; 
I felt it echoed the deification of capitalism 
rampant in our culture.  Chozen Bays fol-
lows up by saying that such a mission state-
ment might inspire us to do things beyond 
what we thought possible, such as starting 
a charity or going on a mission abroad. 
However, she peppers the whole section 
with examples of potential vows, such as 
‘making a bequest to a charity in your will’ 
or ‘donating money to an all-black college’. 
Such examples made me feel this book was 
written for a white affluent audience with 
enough money to give away, and confused 
leaving money in a will with an act of 
benevolence.

The Vow-Powered Life
A Simple Method for Living with Purpose

by Jan Chozen Bays, Roshi
Shambhala Publications, 2016
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The deepest and highest vow has to do 
with going on a mission within: the spiritual 
vow. Chozen Bays makes this clear in this 
section as well, yet this section comes later 
in the book rather than the beginning. If, as 
Chozen Roshi says, there is a hierarchy of 
vows and spiritual vows are at the top, then 
I think it would be helpful to the reader if 
the section highlighting this came first, and 

if the possible vows given as examples were 
spiritual, not just material. According to 
Chozen Roshi, spiritual vows provide the 
greatest well being to all involved because it 
is only through a spiritual vow that we can 
view all parts of our lives—even the most 
mundane aspects—as a means to achieving 
it.

In the fourth section, ‘Maintaining Vows’, 
Chozen Roshi inspires the reader to commit 
to vows, not necessarily because one will 
be able to achieve them—some vows take 
lifetimes and groups of people to achieve—
but because when one commits, help comes 
from all directions from the most subtle, 
overt, magical and mundane sources.

One thing that Chozen Roshi encourages 
is to make vows, even if they are impossible.  
This touched me so deeply that I decided to 
put it into action during my morning liturgy.  
I say my impossible vows, and although 
they are impossible—for I doubt I can be 
lighthearted, humorous and joyous all the 
time—these aspects of myself are manifest-
ing more since I began saying these vows 
every morning. Mysterious is this dharma.   
Living by vow is a way to acknowledge and 
be acknowledged by life, and thus to ever 
more profoundly commit to our original and 
unspoken vow: to live.
 

Constanza Ontaneda lives in Brooklyn, NY and 
teaches Spanish at The Brooklyn Waldorf School.  
She recently completed a Master’s program at NYU 
in Latin American and Caribbean Studies, and she 
became a formal MRO student in May 2014.

From The Vow Powered Life

 You cannot discover your vows by 
thinking.  Your vow lies within you.  It 
was born into the world as you were 
born. You came into the world with 
the vow to live!  ….Maintaining and 
caring for your unique life means that 
other vows become possible.

 If we see that our energy, physical 
and psychical, will not die but will 
be passed on, inherited by countless 
beings for millions of years to come, 
what would we like to do with it while 
we are in its possession?

         —  Jan Chozen Bays, Roshi



96

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 & Gwen Kimu Coe, MRO  (716) 393-2936  contact@buffalozen.com

NEW ZEALAND AFFILIATES

—AUCKLAND  
Monica Seisho van Oorschot, MRO  (09) 636-6086  aukland@zen.org.nz
—CHRISTCHURCH  
Geoff Gensei Moore, MRO  (021) 23 846 18  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
ANNANDALE-ON-HUDSON, NY — Tatjana Myoko von Prittwitz, MRO (845) 752-4619 gaffron@bard.edu

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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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  
Geoff Gensei Moore
(021) 23 846 18

 
Zen Institute of New Zealand

Zen Mountain Monastery 
Affiliate  

Centers & Services

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 6:30

Please join us May 12-14, 2016 
Public Lectures and Zazenkai

Led by Geoffrey Shugen Arnold, Sensei
Abbot of Zen Mountain Monastery

Check our website for updates
www.BuffaloZen.org

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

Vajrayogini Group Retreat 
with Lama Pema

April 8 to April 17, 2016

The practice of Vajrayogini Sadhana is central to the Surmang Kagyu 
Lineage of Vidyadhara Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche. Dzogchen Meditation 

Center -- Ka-Nying Surmang Choling, offers our annual Vajrayogini Retreats 
for practictioners of the sadhana in order to go more deeply into the 

practice and understanding of Vajrayogini and to experience the essence of 
the transmission of awakened mind of the Kagyu Lineage.

Cost $595.00 including room and board.

This is a residential retreat for which there are pre-requisites. 
Please call for information before you register.

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

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

41 Main Street

Phoenicia, NY 12464

(845) 688-2215
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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

Zen Mountain Monastery Podcast

Dharma Discourses
Talks

Interviews

Find it on itunes
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Susan Wilder, Ph.D.
Psychologist

(516) 747-5352

138 Nassau Boulevard
West Hempstead
New York 11552

Services
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