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Dew on the pine tree, the thousand grasses,
are the real form of truth—
the limitless life of endless spring. 
The question is: Where do you find your self?

                 — John Daido Loori Roshi
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River Seeing River
dhARMA diScouRSe 

By John dAido looRi, RoShi

Olli Henze
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from Master Dogen’s Mountains and Rivers Sutra
The river is neither strong nor weak, neither wet nor dry, neither moving nor still, 
neither cold nor hot, neither being nor non-being, neither delusion nor enlighten-
ment. Solidified, it is harder than diamond: who could break it? Melted, it is softer 
than milk: who could break it? This being the case we cannot doubt the many 
virtues realized by the river. We should then study that occasion when the rivers 
of the ten directions are seen in the ten directions. This is not a study only of the 
time when humans and gods see the river: there is a study of the river seeing the 
river. The river practices and verifies the river; hence, there is a study of the river 
speaking river. We must bring to realization the path on which the self encounters 
the self. We must move back and forth along, and spring off from, the vital path on 
which the other studies and fully comprehends the other.
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The “Mountains and Rivers Sutra,” 
one of the fascicles of Master Dogen’s 
Shobogenzo or Treasury of the True 

Dharma Eye, is the seed of Zen practice here 
on Mount Tremper. This section of the sutra 
has to do with the third of the Five Ranks 
of Master Tung-shan—a subtle and profound 
teaching which provides a matrix for, and a 
way of appreciating, the relative and absolute 
aspects of reality. The third rank reflects the 
development of maturity in practice—the 
functioning of emptiness in everyday life, 
the emergence of compassion as the activity 
of the world.

Dogen was a great lover of nature, an 
incredible poet and mystic. He built his 
monastery deep in the mountains on the 
Nine-Headed Dragon River. He did much of 
his work in a hermitage on the cliffs of the 
mountain. He was intimate with the moun-
tains. But the mountains and rivers Dogen 
speaks of here are not the mountains and riv-
ers of the poet, the naturalist, the hunter, the 
woodsman. They are the mountains and riv-
ers of the Dharmadhatu, the Dharma realm.

Mountains and rivers are generally used 
in Buddhism to denote samsara—the world 
of delusion, the pain and suffering of the 
world, the ups and downs of phenomenal 
existence. What we have here is not a sutra 
about mountains and rivers in that sense, 
but the revelation of the mountains and 
rivers themselves as a sutra, as a teaching. 
The river Dogen speaks of is the river of the 
Dharmadhatu, the phenomenal realm, the 
realm of the ten thousand things.  Rivers, 
like mountains, have always had a special 
spiritual significance. A lot of spiritual his-
tory has unfolded along the banks of the 
Ganges in India, and on the Yangtse River 
of China. Much of the Dharma and the 

teachings of Christianity and Judaism have 
emerged on the banks of rivers.

Thoreau said of the Merrimack River: 

There is an inward voice that in the stream sends 
forth its spirit to the listening ear, and in calm 
content it flows on like wisdom, welcome with its 
own respect, clear in its breast like all these beau-
tiful thoughts. It receives the green and graceful 
trees. They smile in its peaceful arms.

In Herman Hesse’s book Siddhartha, the 
river plays the key role in Gautama’s awak-
ening. For me, that book was a very power-
ful teaching. When I returned to it many 
years after originally studying it in school, I 
remember how troubled that time of my life 
was. Somehow, this book had not sunk in 
when I was younger. But at this later time, 
the reading of Siddhartha brought me to the 
Delaware River. Going to the river became 
a pilgrimage for me, a place to go to receive 
the river’s spirit, to be nourished. I didn’t 
know what was going on, but I was moved by 
what Hesse had to say about Siddhartha and 
the river. Each time I went to the Delaware, 
it was like a clear, cool, refreshing drink of 
water, soothing a fire inside me. I didn’t 
understand, but I kept going back. I photo-
graphed the multiplicity of the river’s faces 
and forms revealed at different times. I found 
myself traveling the river, immersing myself 
in it. This went on for years, and for years 
the river taught me. Then, finally, I heard it. 
I heard it speak. I heard what it was saying to 
Siddhartha, and to Thoreau.

In Hesse’s story, Siddhartha is in great pain 
and misery. He wanders in the forest, and 
finally comes to a river—the river that earlier 
in the book a ferryman had taken him across. 
In Buddhist imagery that river and that cross-
ing over is the prajna paramita, the perfec-
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tion of wisdom: “Go, go, hurry, cross over 
to the other side.” We can understand that 
crossing over in many ways. We can under-
stand the other shore as being none other 
than this shore. We can also understand that 
the other shore crosses over to us, as well as 
that we cross over to the other shore.

At this point in the novel Hesse writes of 
Siddhartha: 

With a distorted countenance he stared into the 
water. He saw his face reflected and spat at it. 
He took his arm away from the tree trunk and 
turned a little, so that he could fall headlong and 
finally go under, bent, with closed eyes towards 
death. Then, from a remote part of the soul, from 
the past of his tired life he heard the sound. It 
was one word, one syllable, which without think-
ing he spoke instinctively. The ancient beginning 
and ending of all Brahmin prayers, the holy 
‘OM,’ which had the meaning of the Perfect 
One, or perfection. At that moment, when the 
sound of OM reached Siddhartha‘s ears, his 
thundering soul suddenly awakened, and he rec-
ognized the folly of his action.

Hesse goes on for several pages describing 
the further teachings of the river, and then 
writes: 

I will remain by this river, thought Siddhartha. 
It is the same river which I crossed on my way to 
town. A friendly ferryman took me across. I will 
go to him. My path once led from his hut to a 
new life which is now old and dead. He looked 
lovingly into the flowing water, into the transpar-
ent green, into the crystal lines of its wonderful 
design. He saw bright pearls rise from the depths, 
bubbles swimming on mirror, sky blue reflected 
in them. The river looked at him with a thou-
sand eyes, green, white, crystal, sky blue. How 
he loved this river! How it enchanted him! How 
grateful he was to it! In his heart, he heard the 
newly awoken voice speak. And it said to him, 
‘Love this river, stay by it, learn from it.’ Yes, he 

wanted to learn from it. He wanted to listen to 
it. It seemed to him that whomever understood 
this river and its secrets, would understand much 
more, many secrets, old secrets.

Master Dogen addresses the secrets of 
the river and of all water: “The river is nei-
ther strong nor weak, neither wet nor dry, 
neither moving nor still, neither cold nor 
hot, neither being nor non-being,” neither 
delusion nor enlightenment. It is none of 
the dualities. Water is H20, composed of two 
parts hydrogen and one part oxygen, two 
odorless and tasteless gases. You bring them 
together and you get water. But water is not 
oxygen, and it is not hydrogen. It is not a gas. 
It is what D.H. Lawrence calls in one of his 
poems “the third thing.” It is the same way 
with absolute and relative, with all the duali-
ties. It is not either one or the other; it is 
always the third thing. The third thing is not 
strong or weak, not wet or dry, not moving or 
still, not cold or hot, not being or not-being, 
not delusion or enlightenment. What is the 
third thing that Dogen speaks of, that the 
sutra speaks of, that the river speaks of?

Master Tung-shan is one of the founders 
of the Soto school of Zen that is part of the 
tradition of Zen Mountain Monastery. Once 
when he was crossing the river with Yün-
chü, who was his successor in the lineage, he 
asked Yün-chü, “How deep is the river?” Yün-
chü responded, “Not wet.” Tung-shan said, 
“You clod.” “How would you say it, Master?” 
asked Yün-chü. Tung-shan said, “Not dry.” 
Does that reveal the third thing? Is that nei-
ther wet nor dry?

“Harder than diamond, softer than 
milk.” “Harder than diamond” expresses 
the unchanging Suchness of all things, the 
Thusness of all things. Just this moment! 
“Softer than milk” refers to the conditioned 



Suchness of things. Dogen talks in another 
part of the “Mountains and Rivers Sutra” 
about the stone woman giving birth to a 
child in the night. The stone woman is a bar-
ren woman and, of course, it is impossible for 
such a woman to give birth to a child. Dogen 
goes on to say that this event is “incom-
prehensible.” This refers to the incompre-
hensibility of something that is without 
any fixed characteristics whatsoever, without 
any existence, yet being able to give rise to 
conditioned existence, to the multiplicity of 
things. That this is nevertheless true is the 
basis of the interdependence of the whole 
universe, what we call the Diamond Net of 
Indra—totally interpenetrated mutual causal-
ity and co-origination. There is no way that 
you can affect one aspect of this net without 
affecting the totality of it. With these two 
phrases “harder than diamond, softer than 
milk,” Dogen presents the conditioned and 
the absolute aspects of reality. 

Then Dogen says: 

We should then study the occasion when the riv-
ers of the ten directions are seen in the ten direc-
tions. This is not only a study of the time when 
humans or gods see the river. There is a study of 
the river seeing the river. The river practices and 
verifies the river. Hence, there is a study of the 
river speaking river. We must bring to realization 
the path on which the self encounters the self. We 
must move back and forth along, and spring off 
from, the vital path on which the other studies 
and fully comprehends the other.

What is the path on which the self meets 
the self, and the other meets the other? It 
is the practice of the river seeing the river, 
seeing itself. Dogen expresses it slightly dif-
ferently in another one of his writings, 
“Genjokoan.” He says, “To study the Buddha 
Way is to study the self. To study the self is 

Mike_tn
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to forget the self. And to forget the self is to 
be enlightened by the ten thousand things.” 
When you study the self, you begin to real-
ize that it is a self-created idea. We create it 
moment to moment. We create it like we cre-
ate all the ten thousand things, by our inter-
dependency and our co-origination. What 
happens when the self is forgotten? What 
remains? The whole phenomenal universe 
remains. The whole Dharmadhatu remains. 
That’s what it means, “To forget the self is to 
be enlightened by the ten thousand things.” 
That is, we see the ten thousand things 
as our own body and mind. In one of his 
poems Master Tung-shan talks about the old 
grandmother looking in the mirror seeing 
her reflection. “Everywhere I look, I meet 
myself. It is at once me, and yet I am not 
it.” You and I are the same thing, but I am 
not you and you are not me. Both of those 
facts exist simultaneously, but somehow that 
doesn’t compute. Our brains can’t deal with 
it. The two things seem mutually exclusive. 
That’s why practice is so vital. You need to 
see it for yourself, and see that words don’t 
reach it. There is no way this reality can be 
conveyed by words, any more than the taste 
of the crystal clear water can be conveyed in 
any other way than by tasting it.

“The morning dew on the tips of the ten 
thousand grasses reveals the truth of all the 
myriad forms of this great earth.” Each thing, 
each tip of grass, each dewdrop, each and 
every thing throughout the whole phenom-
enal universe contains the totality of the uni-
verse. That’s the truth of the myriad forms of 
this great earth.

“The sounds of the river valley sing the 
eighty-four thousand hymns of Suchness. 
Have you heard them?” The songs don’t just 
say OM. They sing the eighty-four thousand 

hymns, the eighty-four thousand gathas, the 
teachings, the sermon of rock and water. 
“Pervading throughout these sounds and 
forms is a trail far from words and ideas. 
Have you found it? If you wish to enter it, 
simply look and listen.” But look with the 
whole body and mind. See with the whole 
body and mind. Listen and hear with the 
whole body and mind, and then you’ll under-
stand them intimately. That’s the entry. If 
you go chasing it, you won’t find it. “To carry 
the self forward and realize the ten thousand 
things is delusion,” as Master Dogen said. 
“That the ten thousand things advance and 
realize the self is enlightenment.” You see? 
The other shore arrives.

What does it mean that “the river practices 
and verifies the river”? It means that you prac-
tice and verify yourself, and in so doing, it is 
the practice and verification of all Buddhas, 
past, present and future. Supposedly Buddha 
predicted that there will be a time when 
Buddhism will disappear from the face of 
the earth. He defined that time as a time 
in which there would be no masters alive, 
no sutras, nobody sitting zazen, no realized 
beings. He characterized it as a time of great 
darkness, supposedly sometime in the future. 

Let’s say that that time of great darkness 
has appeared. Let’s say it goes on for five 
hundred years. In such a case one would have 
to wonder about the mind-to-mind transmis-
sion. Even now there are historical gaps in 
the mind-to-mind transmission. From the 
point of view of the lineage, we chant the 
lineage list as though it were a continuum. 
In Chinese culture there was a great need for 
ancestral continuity. If there was no legiti-
mate ancestor, they would take a likely name 
and splice it in, and everybody was happy. 
Nowadays historians sometimes find out that 

Rakesh JV



11

ph
ot

o:
 M

oh
am

m
ad

al
i F

.



12

on which one studies and fully comprehends 
other.”

One of the characteristics of the Third 
Rank of Tung-shan is maturity of prac-
tice, emptiness functioning as the basis of 
daily activity. This functioning is none other 
than the ten thousand hands and eyes of 
great compassion—Kannon Bodhisattva. She 
always manifests according to circumstances. 
In her manifesting there is no sense of sep-
arateness. The realization of seeing our own 
face everywhere we look becomes action. Not 
just seeing or knowing our own faces, our 
true selves, but acting on the basis of this 
knowledge. This is called the action of non-
action. Compassion is not the same as doing 
good, or being nice. Compassion functions 
freely, with no hesitation, no limitation. It 
happens with no effort, the way you grow 
your hair, the way your heart beats, the way 
you breathe, the way your blood circulates, 
or the way you do all the ten thousand other 
things you do moment to moment. It does 
not take any conscious effort. Someone falls, 
you pick them up. There is no sense of doer, 
or what is being done. There is no separa-
tion.

If you want your practice to manifest in 
the world, if you want to help heal this great 
earth of ours which is groaning in sickness, 
you need to realize what we’ve been talking 
about. All you need to do to realize it is 
listen, and through the hum of the distant 
highway, you can hear the thing itself, the 
voice of the river. Can you hear it? That’s it… 
Is that the third thing? 

John Daido Loori, Roshi (1931-2009) was the 
abbot of Zen Mountain Monastery and the founder of 
the Mountains and Rivers Order. Daido Roshi was a 
lineage holder in the Rinzai and Soto schools of Zen.

these names are not the proper successors. 
And the scholars say. “Aha! Mind-to-mind 
transmission doesn’t exist. This teacher died 
and a hundred years later this other teacher, 
who supposedly got mind-to-mind transmis-
sion from him, was just born. There was 
no mind-to-mind transmission.” That’s why 
they’re scholars! From the point of view of 
the Dharma, if mind-to-mind transmission 
disappeared from the face of the earth for 
a million years, one person doing zazen, 
realizing the true self, would have the same 
realization of the Buddhas of the past, and 
the gap of a million years would be filled in 
an instant, mind-to-mind.

It is as if electricity disappeared from the 
face of the earth and someone, a billion 
years from now, created a generator, started 
turning it, and coiled a wire and attached 
it to the generator; the more they turned 
the hotter the wire would get until finally it 
glowed and light appeared. It would be the 
same light now produced by lightbulbs, the 
same electricity. All they would have to do is 
to produce the electricity. In the case of the 
Buddhadharma, all that needs to be done is 
to realize it. What do you realize? What you 
realize is that Buddha mind has always been 
there. You do not attain it, you were born 
with it. Zen did not come to America from 
Japan; it was always here, and will always be 
here. But like the lightbulb, electricity itself 
is not enough. You need to plug in the bulb 
to see the light. In the Dharma you plug in 
people; the Buddhadharma shines through 
humans, through Buddhas. Only Buddhas 
can realize Buddha. Dogen says that when 
we realize Buddha, “we must bring to realiza-
tion the path on which the self encounters 
the self. We must then move back and forth 
along, and spring off from, this living path 
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away that obscures our pure, clear mind and 
prevents it from blooming and providing 
refreshment to those who inhabit a weary 
world.” Shugen Sensei reminds us to integrate 
spiritual practice as we celebrate and protect 
our sacred world, “We aspire to turn toward 
the Earth and the painful reality of today. 
Spiritual training offers us a way to face such 
difficulties with an open, spacious, and even 
joyful state of mind”

Other writers offer their experience of the 
pain of separation and the yearning for com-
pleteness. In Rick Bass’s Swamp Boy, the nar-
rator discovers his own wild heart; in What 
Hangs on Trees, Glenis Redmond’s genuine 
love for nature is refracted through the cultural 
lens of racist history. Reading these voices, we 
may feel our own compassion awaken a tender 
response to reach out and protect, or bear 
witness, just as the beauty of the landscape 
and its creatures draws David James Duncan 
to seek real contact, not only with wild birds 
but also with on-coming traffic. And what 
will children learn to do, asks Stephanie Kaza 
in The Attentive Heart, when they experience 
environmental destruction? How are we as a 
culture, a community, to help them respond? 

We hope this issue of the Mountain Record 
encourages each of us to see ourselves more 
freely, as we really are, alive and transforming 
all the time. The dance of the elements is right 
where you are, bright and alive in every breath 
and in every moment of responding to, heal-
ing and taking care of the earth as our very 
own body.

Suzanne Taikyo Gilman
Mountain Record Editor

Fire draws our attention with its light. 
The aliveness dancing in a candle flame 
is made from the cotton in its wick, the 

moisture in the candle wax, oxygen feeding 
its burning. I name the different parts and 
feel their separateness, grasping at difference. 
As I return to the experience of the flicker-
ing flame, I return to warmth, the light, the 
aliveness.

While we understand that all the elements 
combine to create the life of our magnifi-
cent planet, we tend to focus on the separa-
tion—between candle, wick, wax—as between 
what we want and what we have, between the 
human and the natural world. Separating our 
in our self-consciousness and our disregard for 
other perspectives—of people, animals, insects 
and even protozoa—ultimately justifies destruc-
tive acts against living beings. Feeling the 
distress of the earth and its creatures as deeply 
personal, this awareness can open up the heart 
to respond with genuine caring actions which 
are of benefit to all. 

This issue of the Mountain Record, the sec-
ond in our three-part series on the Earth, turns 
toward our Earth Body as a natural, unified 
whole—completely present and alive, without 
any fundamental solidity, yet deeply powerful 
in its basic unity. In the Maha Rahulova Sutra, 
the Buddha uses the five elements to illustrate 
our intimate connection to all of life. Daido 
Roshi describes how this connection comes 
alive as “the functioning of emptiness in every-
day life, the emergence of compassion as the 
activity of the world.” Chozen Roshi writes 
about our ability to draw on this connection 
to nourish all beings: “It is this process of 
continually dividing, clinging and pushing 

Editorial: Bright, Dancing Aliveness
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or sublime; far or near: every form is to be seen 
as it actually is with right discernment as: ‘This 
is not mine. This is not my self. This is not 
what I am.’”

“Just form, O Blessed One? Just form, O One 
Well-gone?”

“Form, Rahula, & feeling & perception & 
fabrications & consciousness.”

Then the thought occurred to Ven. Rahula, 
“Who, having been exhorted face-to-face by 
the Blessed One, would go into the town for 
alms today?” So he turned back and sat down 
at the foot of a tree, folding his legs crosswise, 

I have heard that on one occasion the Blessed 
One was staying at Savatthi, in Jeta’s Grove, 
Anathapindika’s Monastery. Then the 

Blessed One, early in the morning, put on his 
robes and, carrying his bowl and outer robe, 
went into Savatthi for alms. And Ven. Rahula, 
early in the morning, put on his robes and, 
carrying his bowl and outer robe, went into 
Savatthi for alms following right behind the 
Blessed One. Then the Blessed One, looking 
back at Rahula, addressed him: “Rahula, any 
form whatsoever that is past, future, or present; 
internal or external; blatant or subtle; common 

Maha-Rahulovada Sutra
translated from the PalI by

thanIssaro bhIkkhu

Hans Splinter
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holding his body erect, & setting mindfulness 
to the fore.

Ven. Sariputta saw Ven. Rahula sitting at 
the foot of a tree, his legs folded crosswise, his 
body held erect, & with mindfulness set to the 
fore. On seeing him, he said to him, “Rahula, 
develop the meditation of mindfulness of in-&-
out breathing. The meditation of mindfulness 
of in-&-out breathing, when developed & pur-
sued, is of great fruit, of great benefit.”

Then Ven. Rahula, emerging from his seclu-
sion in the late afternoon, went to the Blessed 
One and, having bowed down, sat to one side. 
As he was sitting there he said to him, “How, 
lord, is mindfulness of in-&-out breathing to be 
developed & pursued so as to be of great fruit, 
of great benefit?”

“Rahula, any form whatsoever that is past, 
future, or present; internal or external; blatant 
or subtle; common or sublime; far or near: 
every form is to be seen as it actually is with 
right discernment as: ‘This is not mine. This 
is not my self. This is not what  I am.’ There 
are these five properties, Rahula. Which five? 
The earth property, the water property, the 
fire property, the wind property, & the space 
property.

“And what is the earth property? The earth 
property can be either internal or external. 
What is the internal earth property? Anything 
internal, within oneself, that’s hard, solid, 
& sustained by craving: head hairs, body 
hairs, nails, teeth, skin, flesh, tendons, bones, 
bone marrow, kidneys, heart, liver, membranes, 
spleen, lungs, large intestines, small intestines, 
contents of the stomach, feces, or anything 
else internal, within oneself, that’s hard, solid, 
and sustained: This is called the internal earth 
property. Now both the internal earth property 
& the external earth property are simply earth 
property. And that should be seen as it actually 

is present with right discernment: ‘This is not 
mine, this is not me, this is not my self.’ When 
one sees it thus as it actually is present with 
right discernment, one becomes disenchanted 
with the earth property and makes the earth 
property fade from the mind.

“And what is the water property? The water 
property may be either internal or external. 
What is the internal water property? Anything 
internal, belonging to oneself, that’s water, 
watery, & sustained: bile, phlegm, pus, blood, 
sweat, fat, tears, oil, saliva, mucus, oil-of-the-
joints, urine, or anything else internal, within 
oneself, that’s water, watery, & sustained: This 
is called the internal water property. Now both 
the internal water property & the external 
water property are simply water property. And 
that should be seen as it actually is present with 
right discernment: ‘This is not mine, this is not 
me, this is not my self.’ When one sees it thus 
as it actually is present with right discernment, 
one becomes disenchanted with the water 
property and makes the water property fade 
from the mind.

“And what is the fire property? The fire prop-
erty may be either internal or external. What is 
the internal fire property? Anything internal, 
belonging to oneself, that’s fire, fiery, & sus-
tained: that by which the body is warmed, aged, 
& consumed with fever; and that by which 
what is eaten, drunk, chewed, & savored gets 
properly digested; or anything else internal, 
within oneself, that’s fire, fiery, & sustained: 
This is called the internal fire property. Now 
both the internal fire property & the external 
fire property are simply fire property. And that 
should be seen as it actually is present with 
right discernment: ‘This is not mine, this is 
not me, this is not my self.’ When one sees it 
thus as it actually is present with right discern-
ment, one becomes disenchanted with the fire 



property and makes the fire property fade from 
the mind.

“And what is the wind property? The wind 
property may be either internal or external. 
What is the internal wind property? Anything 
internal, belonging to oneself, that’s wind, 
windy, & sustained: up-going winds, down-
going winds, winds in the stomach, winds in 
the intestines, winds that course through the 
body, in-and-out breathing, or anything else 
internal, within oneself, that’s wind, windy, 
& sustained: This is called the internal wind 
property. Now both the internal wind property 
& the external wind property are simply wind 
property. And that should be seen as it actually 
is present with right discernment: ‘This is not 
mine, this is not me, this is not my self.’ When 
one sees it thus as it actually is present with 
right discernment, one becomes disenchanted 
with the wind property and makes the wind 
property fade from the mind.

“And what is the space property? The space 
property may be either internal or external. 
What is the internal space property? Anything 
internal, belonging to oneself, that’s space, 
spatial, & sustained: the holes of the ears, 
the nostrils, the mouth, the passage whereby 
what is eaten, drunk, consumed, & tasted gets 
swallowed, and where it collects, and whereby 
it is excreted from below, or anything else 
internal, within oneself, that’s space, spatial, 
& sustained: This is called the internal space 
property. Now both the internal space property 
& the external space property are simply space 
property. And that should be seen as it actually 
is present with right discernment: ‘This is not 
mine, this is not me, this is not my self.’ When 
one sees it thus as it actually is present with 
right discernment, one becomes disenchanted 
with the space property and makes the space 
property fade from the mind.

trialsanderrors
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“Rahula, develop the meditation in tune 
with earth. For when you are developing the 
meditation in tune with earth, agreeable & 
disagreeable sensory impressions that have 
arisen will not stay in charge of your mind. 
Just as when people throw what is clean or 
unclean on the earth—feces, urine, saliva, pus, 
or blood—the earth is not horrified, humili-
ated, or disgusted by it; in the same way, when 
you are developing the meditation in tune with 
earth, agreeable & disagreeable sensory impres-
sions that have arisen will not stay in charge of 
your mind.

“Develop the meditation in tune with water. 
For when you are developing the meditation in 
tune with water, agreeable & disagreeable sen-
sory impressions that have arisen will not stay 
in charge of your mind. Just as when people 
wash what is clean or unclean in water—feces, 
urine, saliva, pus, or blood—the water is not 
horrified, humiliated, or disgusted by it; in the 
same way, when you are developing the medita-
tion in tune with water, agreeable & disagree-
able sensory impressions that have arisen will 
not stay in charge of your mind.

“Develop the meditation in tune with fire. 
For when you are developing the meditation in 
tune with fire, agreeable & disagreeable sensory 
impressions that have arisen will not stay in 
charge of your mind. Just as when fire burns 
what is clean or unclean—feces, urine, saliva, 
pus, or blood—it is not horrified, humiliated, 
or disgusted by it; in the same way, when you 
are developing the meditation in tune with fire, 
agreeable & disagreeable sensory impressions 
that have arisen will not stay in charge of your 
mind.

“Develop the meditation in tune with wind. 
For when you are developing the meditation 
in tune with wind, agreeable & disagreeable 
sensory impressions that have arisen will not 

stay in charge of your mind. Just as when wind 
blows what is clean or unclean—feces, urine, 
saliva, pus, or blood—it is not horrified, humili-
ated, or disgusted by it; in the same way, when 
you are developing the meditation in tune with 
wind, agreeable & disagreeable sensory impres-
sions that have arisen will not stay in charge of 
your mind.

“Develop the meditation in tune with space. 
For when you are developing the meditation 
in tune with space, agreeable & disagreeable 
sensory impressions that have arisen will not 
stay in charge of your mind. Just as space is not 
established anywhere, in the same way, when 
you are developing the meditation in tune with 
space, agreeable & disagreeable sensory impres-
sions that have arisen will not stay in charge of 
your mind.

“Develop the meditation of good will. For 
when you are developing the meditation of 
good will, ill-will will be abandoned.

“Develop the meditation of compassion. For 
when you are developing the meditation of 
compassion, cruelty will be abandoned.

“Develop the meditation of appreciation. 
For when you are developing the meditation 
of appreciation, resentment will be abandoned.

“Develop the meditation of equanimity. For 
when you are developing the meditation of 
equanimity, irritation will be abandoned.

“Develop the meditation of the unattractive. 
For when you are developing the meditation 
of the unattractive, passion will be abandoned.

“Develop the meditation of the perception of 
inconstancy. For when you are developing the 
meditation of the perception of inconstancy, 
the conceit ‘I am’ will be abandoned.

“Develop the meditation of mindfulness of 
in-&-out breathing. Mindfulness of in-&-out 
breathing, when developed & pursued, is of 
great fruit, of great benefit.
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“And how, Rahula, is mindfulness of in-&-
out breathing developed & pursued so as to be 
of great fruit, of great benefit?

“There is the case where a monk, having 
gone to the wilderness, to the shade of a tree, or 
to an empty building, sits down folding his legs 
crosswise, holding his body erect, and setting 
mindfulness to the fore. Always mindful, he 
breathes in; mindful he breathes out.

“Breathing in long, he discerns, ‘I am breath-
ing in long’; or breathing out long, he discerns, 
‘I am breathing out long.’ Or breathing in 
short, he discerns, ‘I am breathing in short’; or 
breathing out short, he discerns, ‘I am breath-
ing out short.’ He trains himself, ‘I will breathe 
in sensitive to the entire body.’ He trains him-
self, ‘I will breathe out sensitive to the entire 
body.’ He trains himself, ‘I will breathe in calm-
ing bodily fabrication.’ He trains himself, ‘I will 
breathe out calming bodily fabrication.’

“He trains himself, ‘I will breathe in sensitive 
to rapture.’ He trains himself, ‘I will breathe 
out sensitive to rapture.’ He trains himself, 
‘I will breathe in sensitive to pleasure.’ He 
trains himself, ‘I will breathe out sensitive to 
pleasure.’ He trains himself, ‘I will breathe in 
sensitive to mental fabrication.’ He trains him-
self, ‘I will breathe out sensitive to mental fab-
rication.’ He trains himself, ‘I will breathe in 
calming mental fabrication.’ He trains himself, 
‘I will breathe out calming mental fabrication.’

“He trains himself, ‘I will breathe in sensitive 
to the mind.’ He trains himself, ‘I will breathe 
out sensitive to the mind.’ He trains himself, ‘I 
will breathe in satisfying the mind.’ He trains 
himself, ‘I will breathe out satisfying the mind.’ 
He trains himself, ‘I will breathe in steadying 
the mind.’ He trains himself, ‘I will breathe 
out steadying the mind.’ He trains himself, ‘I 
will breathe in releasing the mind.’ He trains 
himself, ‘I will breathe out releasing the mind.’

“He trains himself, ‘I will breathe in focus-
ing on inconstancy.’ He trains himself, ‘I 
will breathe out focusing on inconstancy.’ He 
trains himself, ‘I will breathe in focusing on 
dispassion.’ He trains himself, ‘I will breathe 
out focusing on dispassion.’ He trains himself, 
‘I will breathe in focusing on cessation.’ He 
trains himself, ‘I will breathe out focusing on 
cessation.’ He trains himself, ‘I will breathe in 
focusing on relinquishment.’ He trains himself, 
‘I will breathe out focusing on relinquishment.’

“This, Rahula, is how mindfulness of in-&-
out breathing is developed & pursued so as to 
be of great fruit, of great benefit.

“When mindfulness of in-&-out breathing is 
developed & pursued in this way, even one’s 
final in-breaths & out-breaths are known as 
they cease, not unknown.”

That is what the Blessed One said. Gratified, 
Ven. Rahula delighted in the Blessed One’s 
words.

Thanissaro Bhikkhu is an American Buddhist monk of 
the Thai forest kammatthana tradition, a translator of the 
Pali Canon, and co-founder and abbot of the Metta Forest 
Monastery.

From Maha-Rahulovada Sutta: The Greater Exhortation 
to Rahula (MN 62), translated from the Pali by 
Thanissaro Bhikkhu. Access to Insight (Legacy 
Edition), 30 November 2013, http://www.accessto-
insight.org/tipitaka/

http://www.mountainrecord.org/mountainrecord/spring_2016_earth_body/TrackLink.action?pageName=19&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.accesstoinsight.org%2Ftipitaka%2F
http://www.mountainrecord.org/mountainrecord/spring_2016_earth_body/TrackLink.action?pageName=19&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.accesstoinsight.org%2Ftipitaka%2F


A few weeks ago I found myself stand-
ing in a ceremonial circle alongside 
twenty-five of my graduate students 

outside of a large suburban shopping mall. 
We had come there to partake in a “Mall 
Quest,” a journey of discovery into a citadel 
of our culture. This was part of a six-day 
training in ecopsychology practices. We had 
spent the previous day in a beautiful natural 
setting in the foothills of the Rockies on a 
contemplative nature walk, a practice aimed 
at remembering one’s connections with the 
natural world and experiencing elements of 
nature as a mirror: signs and symbols of your 
own life’s journey that are reflected from the 
more-than-human world about you. 

But I had decided to try something new 
this day—to contrast the grounded wisdom 
achieved through walking mindfully in non-
human-made nature with the lessons revealed 
through walking mindfully in that temple 
of human-made nature: the shopping mall. I 
always do what I ask of my students—so, not 
ever having tried it, there I stood hand-in-
hand invoking a meditative state in front of 
the doors to this familiar world. One of the 
students spoofed a mystical chant for the 
occasion: 

Mall 
Mindfulness

by elIas amIdon
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Sacred Mother Mall, 
Provider of All, 
Give us what we need, 
Satisfy our greed. 

Then one by one we passed in silence 
and alone into the well-lit climate-controlled 
space. We were to walk in a similar manner 
as we had during the contemplative nature 
walk: slowly and attentively, allowing our-
selves to be drawn by whatever attracted 
us, observing both our own physical and 
emotional reactions and whatever signs or 
symbols touched our consciousness. We were 
not allowed to buy or eat or speak unless we 
were spoken to. 

AS i enteRed the MAll I felt an astounding 
difference from any other time I had been 
there. By maintaining mindfulness, the envi-
ronment became psychedelic in its intensity. 
A thousand simultaneous messages flooded 
in: colors, images, words, sounds, smells, 
movement, everything beckoning for atten-
tion: “Buy me! Buy me!” Each storefront was 
bursting with abundance, the entire mall 
a cornucopia. I breathed calmly and wit-

nessed this extraordinary onslaught. It was 
like entering a mythic underworld, an astral 
realm where beings wandered perpetually 
shopping for things to fill an unassuageable 
void within them. I cautioned myself not to 
judge, just to witness. It was difficult. I knew 
that every product in this vast sea of products 
had left a trail of disruption somewhere in 
the world: forests clearcut, exhaust smoke in 
the air, bulldozers flattening some creature’s 
habitat, noise breaking a tranquil morning, 
oil sheen in the puddles. What were we 
doing? Is it really worth it? A hundred years 
ago in this spot, I would have been looking 
out on a tall-grass prairie running up to the 

foot of the mountains, there to join with the 
conifer forests. Antelope and buffalo would 
be wandering here.  

i dRifted into a “nature store”—there were 
posters of idyllic waterfalls and a mountain 
lion crouching on a rock. I was becoming 
numb. After a few minutes I found myself 
staring at a phosphorescent wall sticker for 
$6.99 entitled: “The Earth—It Glows in the 

I knew that every product in this vast sea of products had left 
a trail of disruption somewhere in the world: forests clearcut, 
exhaust smoke in the air, bulldozers flattening some creature’s 
habitat, noise breaking a tranquil morning, oil sheen in the 
puddles. What were we doing? Is it really worth it?  
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Dark!” Sadness, a kind of aching poignancy, 
came over me. I began to notice how many 
products throughout the mall had pictures 
of wild nature on them—T-shirts with every 
animal imaginable, frogs as door stops, mugs 
with mountain scenes, stores filled with 
stuffed animals, sheets that were fields of 
daisies—merchandisers had focused on our 
unconscious and conscious longing for free 
nature and were packaging it in every con-
ceivable form.  

In another shop my eyes were drawn to an 
advertising blurb for cellular phones: “LIVE 
BEYOND LIMITS! GET MORE ROOM IN 
YOUR LIFE FOR THE THINGS THAT 
MATTER MOST!” It happens to be one of 
my own teaching lines: “the things that mat-
ter most”—I often question students about 
what these things are for them. It is my 
attempt to distinguish between a high stan-
dard of living and high quality of life, but 
in this blurb the two are conflated: quantity 
IS quality. Is this the credo of the religion of 
consumerism—to live beyond limits? What in 
the name of the planet are we doing? 

i wAS By thAt tiMe in my Mall Quest nearly 
overwhelmed by the vacuity and presump-
tion of my people. Yes, these are my people, 
I realized. They are not an abstract “they” 
somewhere else who I could blame. My own 
life and destiny is caught up in theirs, in their 
choices and impulses, and to varying extents, 
I partake in those choices and impulses. My 
heart was about to break. I asked for some 
guidance, some sign to show a way out of this 
Earth-destructive and self-destructive addic-

tion we are caught in. 
I wandered into a toy store—gaudy plastic 

dinosaurs and strange robot warriors greeted 
me—I kept wandering. 

Finally, toward the back, I stood in front of 
long shelves of boxes and jigsaw puzzles. My 
eyes scanned across them, and then stopped 
at the following quote written in small letters 
on a gaily colored puzzle of the Earth: 

In the end we will conserve only what we love; 
we will love only what we understand; and we 
will understand only what we are taught. 

Yes, that is the way. But if our elders are 
addicted to the trinkets of commercial cul-
ture—who will teach the young? As Annie 
Dillard writes, “There is no one but us.”   

Time was up and I made my way back to 
the mall entrance to rejoin the students. 
Most of them were deeply shaken by the 
experience. “What do we love?” I asked them. 
“What do we love?” 

Elias Amidon, a cofounder of the Institute of Deep 
Ecology, leads wilderness vision quests in the United 
States and Southeast Asia.  He is the coeditor, with 
Elizabeth Roberts, of Earth Prayers and Prayers for a 
Thousand Years.  

From Dharma Rain: Sources of Buddhist 
Environmentalism. Edited by Stephanie Kaza and 
Kenneth Kraft. Copyright 2000 by Elias Amidon. 
Reprinted by permission of the author.

http://www.mountainrecord.org/mountainrecord/spring_2016_earth_body/TrackLink.action?pageName=23&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fsufiway.org%2Fabout-us%2Fpir-elias
http://www.mountainrecord.org/mountainrecord/spring_2016_earth_body/TrackLink.action?pageName=23&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.shambhala.com%2Fdharma-rain.html
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Haunted by a Grebe
by davId James duncan

Orlando Dus
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I am haunted by a grebe. A grebe encoun-
tered, in the mid-1980s, at the height 
of the Reagan-Watt-Crowell-Bush-Luhan-

Hodell-Hatfield-Packwood rape and pillage 
of my homeland, the Oregon Cascades and 
Coast Range; height of the destruction of the 
world I had grown up in and loved and given 
my writing life to; height of an eight-year 
spate of Pacific Northwest deforestation that 
outpaced the rate in Brazil; height of the war 
on rivers, birds, wildlife, small towns, biologi-
cal diversity, tolerance, mercy, beauty; height 
of my personal rage; depth of my despair; 
height of my need for light. 

Far from aware of this need, I took a long 
walk, on the first clear afternoon following a 
tremendous November storm, on a deserted 
Pacific beach. A beach beautifully wed, in the 
entire 360-degree sur round, to my mood. The 
storm surf and swell were enormous. The air 
was a constant, crushing roar. Spindrift was 
everywhere. So were sand dollars, washed up 
by the storm, as if even the ocean, in that 
self- absorbed era, were liquidating its inven-
tory in the name of quick cur rency. The hills 
to the east were logged bald. The sun, as it 
sank, grew enormous and red. The stumps 
and my skin turned the same angry orange. 
My shadow grew a hundred feet long, fell 
clear to the high tide line, which, to my half-
crazed King Learian satisfaction, was a grave-
yard. Storm-killed murres. Oil-killed puffins. 
Carcasses of gulls tangled in washed-up 
shreds of net. The carcass of a sea lion shot, 
mostly likely, by a fisherman who blamed 
it for the salmon no longer returning from 
a drift-netted, trawler-raked ocean to rivers 
mud-choked by logging... 

As a lifelong Oregon Coast fisherman, I 
had a few beautiful secrets. I could, right 
up until that autumn, still sneak into one 

stream in a virgin cedar- and hemlock-lined 
canyon, find big, wild steelhead and salmon 
in a place that felt primordial, and have them 
all to myself. That year, however, the elk from 
the surrounding clearcuts—hundreds of cuts, 
hence hundreds of elk—had been squeezed 
from their once -vast range into that last 
intact canyon. And, having nowhere else to 
go, they’d begun crossing and recrossing the 
stream every day, right in the gravel tail-outs 
where the salmon and steelhead all spawn. 
Till they’d obliterated the redds. Pulverized 
eggs and alevin. Turned my secret stream’s 
banks into an elk-made quagmire reminis-
cent of the worst riparian cattle damage I’d 
ever seen. A quagmire that sloughed into the 
little river with every rain, suffocating the 
salmon fry that had escaped the countless 
hooves. 

When wild elk, to remain alive, are forced 
to wipe out wild salmon, it is time, in my 
book, to get sad. I quit fishing, exercised my 
rights as a citizen, wrote “my” Republican 
senators the usual letters of distress. They 
answered with more rafts of four- and five-
hundred-year  old logs shipped away to Japan 
as if they were nosegays the senators had 
grown in their D.C. flower boxes. Meanwhile, 
robbed of food and habitat by the same vast 
clearcuts, the black bears came down out of 
my home forest, moved into a marsh near 
town, lived by raiding garbage cans and dog-
food bowls at night—a danger to humans—so 
the Fish and Wildlife people came in and 
shot them. Six in a week. And the owl that 
used to sing to me mornings, attracted by 
the lights after I’d written all night—the 
owl that scared me worse than winnowing 
snipes, actually, because it happened to be a 
Northern Spotted, which has an insane guf-
faw of a predawn cry—was now a silence, a 

Haunted by a Grebe
by davId James duncan
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nonexistent pawn, a hated cartoon on some 
poor lied-to logger’s cap. And in its stead, as 
if even the Pentagon grieved its passing, we’d 
built a forest- funded graphite bomber whose 
stealth in flight was as perfect as an owl’s ... 

So down the storm-smashed beach I strolled 
that bleak Novem ber, kicking at dead birds 
and drowned logging dreck, wondering what 
reason I still had to be grateful to live on the 
“scenic” Oregon Coast, wondering what pos-
sible definition of “democracy” I represented 
through my freedom to write, without perse-
cution or incarceration, such words as 

Dear Senator Packwood, I know you’ve 
got huge personal problems, but please! Our 
home here is dying, the only home we have, 
and we ‘re bound by a political system in 
which none of the forces killing us can be 
stopped except through you, so please don’t 
get mad, don’t think this is political or per-
sonal, please know I’m only begging for our 
lives when I say that our last few trees are 
still falling and our mills have all closed and 
our people are so sad and broke and lied to, 
and our schools are in ruins, our totem owl 
dead, and our elk jammed in a last few can-
yons, pulverizing our last spawning beds with 
hooves they’ve no other place to set down, so 
that the salmon we cherish, salmon our whole 
Chain of Being needs to remain unbroken, 
salmon that have forever climbed these riv-
ers like the heroes of some beautiful Sunday 
ser mon, nailing their shining bodies to lonely 
beds of gravel that tiny silver off spring may 
live, they no longer come, no more sermon! 
And our bears, old honey-paws, the joy their 
tracks alone gave our children, them too, 
gone, and skinned, their bodies, so human! 
And our kids, our voteless kids, their large 
clear eyes, now squinting at stumps and at 
slash burns and at sunlight that shouldn’t be 

there, squinting at Game Boys and TVs and 
anti-queer ads, squinting at anything rather 
than turn open-eyed to windows and see 
places so ancient and so recently loved, huge 
groves and holy salmon, clouds of birds and 
dream-sized animals, a whole green world so 
utterly gone that already they begin to believe 
that they only dreamed, they never really 
knew, any such blessings...

What I knew, there on the beach, was that 
I’d be writing no such letter. My politics had 
become raw pleas for mercy. Prayers, really. 
And I pray to God, thank you, not to men 
like Bob Packwood. 

I turned, tired, back to the dunes, to my 
car, and to the road through the clearcuts to 
a cold house I’d once wept with joy to call 
home. But just shy of the first dune-its eyes 
as red as fury, as red as my feelings, as red 
as the fast-sinking sun—sat a solitary male 
western grebe.

And I was back in the mysterious sphere. 
The grebe was sitting in a curl of kelp weed 

at the storm’s high water mark. His eyes, in 
the evening sunlight, were fire. In the center 
of each blaze, a black point. Punctuation. 
Hot lava spinning round a period. A still-
ness, deep contact, was instantaneous. A 
life-and-death contract should have been, 
too. But—sick of humans, sick of my own 
impotence, sick with the knowledge of how 
much had been destroyed— I gazed out at the 
grebe through my sickness. That its body was 
beauti ful I saw as tragedy. That it seemed 
uninjured I saw as irony. From studying wild-
life care books, visiting wildlife care centers, 
from firsthand experience with scaups and 
gulls and murres, I knew that seldom do 
humans make a difference once a seabird 
washes ashore. God knew what had brought 
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this bird to this beach—hidden damage from 
a net; spilled oil; hidden disease; weakness 
from lack of food in a dying sea. But it 
wouldn’t be here at all, I thought, if it wasn’t 
too late already. 

Yet, in perfect contradiction to this pessi-
mism, I felt fear. The molten eyes, the bird’s 
very health and size, intimidated me. Its beak 
was a dagger. When I’d move close, its neck 
would draw the dagger back, ready to stab. 
To even capture the grebe, I’d have to take 
off my coat and smother it. The beach was 
cold, the walk back long. Once I got it in my 
car, it might fight its way free. Once I got it 
home, then what? 

Light is a form of energy that flows in 
waves. When a healthy wave strikes an object, 
we see that object in what we call its “true 
colors.” When a lesser wave strikes the same 
object, we see even the truest col ors as shades 
of gray. The sun striking that November 
beach was bril liant. The grebe’s eyes were two 
brilliances. The world was doing its part. It 
was a wave, a light that failed to come from 
me, which allowed me to leave that beautiful 
bird where it lay. 

A pReMonition—or maybe a criminal’s desire 
to return to “the scene”—brought me to the 
same beach three days later. I found the grebe 
in the same curl of kelp, very recently dead, 
its body, wings, and plumage still perfect, 
its burning eyes plucked out by gulls. This 
was bad enough. But months later, when 
I dredged up my sad tale for a bird-loving 
friend, he hit the ceiling. When a grebe, he 
said, any grebe, is washed up on a beach like 
that, all it needs is to be set back in the water. 
Grebes require a runway of flat water to take 
off flying, but they don’t need to fly in order 

to live: even in storm surf they can swim like 
seals and hunt like little sharks. The grebe 
I’d found was a fisherman, same as me. Just 
as I can’t walk on water, he couldn’t walk on 
land. “He was a hitchhiker,” my friend told 
me. “Needed a lift of a hundred yards or so. 
And you refused to pick him up.” 

Years passed, storms came and went, I 
walked mile upon penitent mile on those 
same beaches. I never saw another grebe. I 
only added two molten eyes to my sphere. 

yet once thoSe crimson eyes became part 
of me, something changed. Perception, that 
grebe taught me, is a blood sport. Life itself 
sometimes hangs by a thread made of noth-
ing but the spirit in which we see. And with 
life itself at stake, I grew suspicious of my 
eyes’ many easy, dark conclusions. Even 
the most warranted pessimism began to 
feel unwar ranted. I began to see that hope, 
however feeble its apparent founda tion, 
bespeaks allegiance to every unlikely beauty 
that remains intact on Earth. And with this 
inward change, outward things began to 
change, too. 

Hurrying home in my pickup, late (as 
usual) from a fishing trip, I rounded a blind 
curve on an Oregon Coast byway, noticed a 
scatter of loose gravel on the asphalt in front 
of me, and felt an impulse. There was a steep, 
logged-off slope above this curve. A solitary 
elk could have kicked such gravel onto the 
road while crossing. I’m a hellbent driver 
when I’m late; I go barreling through mud 
and gravel, even dodge fallen trees without 
thinking twice. But this time, though I saw 
nothing, I had that sudden sense of some-
thing good or bad impending, slammed on 
the brakes, and as my truck slowed from fifty 
to thirty to ten I was amazed, then elated, to 



see the gravel turn into birds.
Pine siskins—a whole flock, parked right on 

the two-laned asphalt. I crept my bumper up 
next to them. They didn’t fly. Maybe thirty 
siskins, refusing to budge from the road. 
Reminded me of late-sixties college students. 
I got out of my truck, walked up and joined 
them. I liked the late sixties. Such easy excite-
ment! Now I too could be killed by the next 
vehicle to come barreling round the curve! 

All but one siskin flew as I sat down next to 
them. The flock then circled back overhead, 
chirping vehemently, begging the flightless 
bird to join them. The siskin in the road, 
a little male, had been nicked by a previous 
car, had a small wound above his eye, was in 
shock. Were it not for my strange impulse, 
I would have massacred an entire flock of 
avian altruists as they huddled in sympathy 
around a helpless comrade. Something inside 
me, I realized, was wildly more aware of 
things than I am—two imperceptible points 
of molten red, perhaps. I took the wounded 
siskin home, kept him in my bird box over-
night, drove him the following morning back 
to the curve where I’d found him, released 
him in perfect health. I was a happy man. 

That was just the beginning. I remain 
haunted by a grebe, but it’s been a wondrous 
haunting, for with the accompanying refusal 
to despair, a new energy began to flow. Not 
dependably. It’s something to pray for, not 
something to be smug about. But I began, 
especially when driving, to feel a simple alert-
ness, and an occasional intuition: thousands 
of road miles, thousands of glimpsed road-
side movements, thousands of half -glimpsed 
roadside eyes began to work in concert 
to help me avoid killing, and occasionally 
even to save, a few animals and birds. I am 
not laying claim to supernatural skills. The  

intuitions that save lives are almost all pur-
chased, like so many mercies, with an earlier 
being’s innocent blood. But this is not to 
say that, upon descending, these visual intu-
itions are not a joy... 
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black river topped by two endless rows of 
insanely speeding boats. Because of the ter-
rible visibility, I was watching the road lit not 
just by my own headlights but by those of the 
pickup in front of me. It was in the pickup’s 
lights that I happened to glimpse a brown 

exActly A yeAR AfteR I abandoned the grebe, 
I was driving home down Oregon Coast 
Highway 101 in torrential November rain. It 
was a Sun day night. A steady line of weekend 
storm-watchers was returning to Portland. 
Pitch dark. The road looked like a narrow 

Sam Wolff
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ball rolling along the streaming road. 
I hit my brakes instantly, certain of what 

I’d seen. I was also cer tain, because it was 
rolling when I glimpsed it, that it had already 
been run over at least once, and that the pick-
up would run it over again. There was time, 
before the truck did so, for a one-syllable 
prayer: I shouted, “Please!” terrifying my two 
passengers. But as I braked and pulled hard 
toward the highway’s right shoulder, the ball 
rolled out, unscathed, in the pickup’s tail-
wind and tailwater, then righted itself on the 
road as I shot past. It was an adult pygmy owl. 

I knew by its ability to regain its feet that 
the owl was not hopelessly injured. Just too 
disoriented to escape the road. But in my 
rearview mir ror, approaching at fifty or so 
miles an hour, I saw its doom in the form 
of at least ten cars. Though I braked as fast 
as I could, momentum car ried me perhaps 
two hundred feet past the owl. I pulled on 
the parking brake before my truck stopped 
rolling, jumped out without a word to my 
stunned companions, and took off running. 

The approaching line of headlights was 
maybe two hundred yards away. I couldn’t 
see the tiny owl in the dark and distance. 
Ten cars doing fifty, me on foot doing maybe 
sixteen, a living bird somewhere between. I 
didn’t do the math. I just ran. And how right 
it felt, no matter what! How good it felt to 
tear eyes—first into another November gale, 
straight down the lane in which a helpless 
bird huddled, straight into the headlights 
of ten city-bound cars—for in this running 
I’d found a penance that might let me again 
meet, without shame, the crimson gaze of a 
grebe. 

I’ve played enough ball to have a ball-
player’s sense of trajectories and distances. 
I knew, the instant I spotted the fist-sized 

silhouette in the lead car’s high beams, that 
my hands would never reach it in time. I also 
knew that the lead car’s driver wouldn’t see 
me or the tiny owl till he or she was upon us, 
and so wouldn’t slow for either of us. I still 
couldn’t stop running. It still felt wonderful. 
To be an American, a life long motorist and 
a bird and animal lover is to carry a piano’s 
worth of guilt on your back. I was outrun-
ning my piano. 

The owl had been staring, stupefied, at the 
approaching cars. When it heard my pound-
ing feet, it swiveled its gaze at me. Instant 
sphere. Great good or ill impending. I heard 
cars in the opposite lane, coming up behind 
me, and realized the cars in my lane, if they 
saw me, could be frightened into swerving. 
I was risking lives besides my own. I had 
suc cumbed to a kind of madness. Yet as I 
sprinted toward the cars I had an unaccount-
ably calm vision of a conceivable, beautiful 
outcome. 

The lead car saw me and hit its horn just 
as I reached the owl. I swung my right foot in 
the gentlest possible kick, chipping the bird 
like a soccer ball toward the road’s shoulder. 
I followed instantly, not quite needing to 
dive as the lead car shot past, outraged horn 
blaring. All ten cars shot past. I ignored 
them, searching the rain gusts and night air. 
And at the edge of the many headlight beams 
I suddenly saw my tiny owl in uninjured, 
earnest flight, circling straight back toward the 
traffic  filled highway...

I don’t know what my body did in that 
moment: whether my heart stopped or my 
eyes sent out energy; whether my lips and 
lungs actually uttered the “Please!” When 
your whole being yearns for one simple thing, 
it may not be necessary to add the words. All 
I know is that a gust of sideways rain blasted 
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my owl, its wings twisted in response, and 
it rose inches over the crisscrossing head-
lights and car roofs, crossed both lanes, left 
the highway, and vanished, without looking 
back, into the forest and the night. 

ouR eyeS, it hAS Been SAid, are the windows 
of our souls. Since the soul is not a literal 
object but a spiritual one, eyes cannot be 
the soul’s literal windows. But they are, liter-
ally, openings into and out of living human 
beings. When our eyes are open, they become 
not one of our many walls but one of our 
very few doors. The mouth is another such 
door. Through it we inhale air that is not 
ownable, air that we share with every being 
on Earth. And out of our mouths we send 
words—our per sonal reshaping of that same 
communal air. 

Seeing, I have come to feel, is the same 
kind of process as speak ing. Through our 
eyes we inhale light and images we cannot 
own—light and images shared with every 
being on earth. And out of our eyes we 
exhale a light or a darkness that is the spirit 
in which we perceive. This visual exhalation, 
this personal energizing and aiming of per-
ception, is the eyes’ speech. It is a shaping, 
it is something we make, as surely as words 
are a shaping of air. I feel responsible for 
my vision. My eye speech changes the world. 
Seeing is a blood sport. 

I’m still in way over my head. I believe this 
is my Maker’s inten tion. I’m in so far over my 
head I believe I’ll need wings to get out. But 
even over my head I sense that if all souls are 
one and the eyes are its windows, then those 
siskin, owl, snipe, and grebe eyes must all, 
in a realm outside of time, be my very own. 
So in killing or saving them, in abandoning 
or loving them, I kill, save, abandon, or love 

what is out side of time—that is, what is eter-
nal—in myself. This is Buddhist, Christian, 
and Islamic platitude, Native American plati-
tude, too, and platitudes don’t make very 
good literature. But they make excellent aids 
to memory. And in a world in which one’s 
living eyes and body must fly into split-
second meetings with the eyes and bodies 
of others on wet night roads, storm-smashed 
beaches, in treetops or on blind curves, one 
needs all the aids to memory one can get. 

The God of the Bible commences creation 
with an exhalation of light from spirit. 
The great god Shiva is capable of destroy-
ing creation by simply opening an eye that 
rests above his two. Through a life spent 
looking, or refusing to look, at an endless 
stream of other creatures, I’ve learned that 
by merely opening my eyes, I too partially 
create, and par tially destroy, the world. By 
abandoning a grebe that entered my sphere 
of vision, I closed two beautiful molten win-
dows through which I might have gazed upon 
a real salvation. By kicking a twice-run-over 
owl sky ward, I opened two wondrous dark 
windows upon the same. 

One of the terrors of being human, and 
one of the joys, is that for all our limitations 
and confusions we have been given power. 
The life that terrifies me and the life that I 
adore are one life.

David James Duncan is a novelist and essayist based 
in Montana, best known for his writings on fly fishing 
including The River Why.
 
From My Story as Told by Water. Copyright 2001 by 
David James Duncan. Reprinted by permission of 
Counterpoint Press.

http://www.mountainrecord.org/mountainrecord/spring_2016_earth_body/TrackLink.action?pageName=31&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.counterpointpress.com%2Fdd-product%2Fmy-story-as-told-by-water%2F
http://www.mountainrecord.org/mountainrecord/spring_2016_earth_body/TrackLink.action?pageName=31&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fdavidjamesduncan.com%2F
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Born As The Earth
dharma dIscourse 

by geoffrey shugen arnold, senseI

Koans of the Way of Reality, Case 8

Main Case

A visiting student began to ask, “The truths of the Earth continually wait. They are not 
so concealed either. They’re calm, subtle, untransmissible by print.” 
The teacher interrupted, saying, “Stop, stop! Is that Walt Whitman’s poem?” 
The student said, “Yes it is.” 
The teacher said, “Those are the words that describe his reality. What is the reality itself? 
Show me.”

Commentary

Born as the Earth is not the same as being born, or birth, or born into the world. It’s 
not a matter of simply occupying space on this planet. Born as the Earth is to realize the 
world, to realize the mountains, the rivers, and the great Earth as the body and mind of 
the Tathagata, as one’s own body and mind. Dew on the pine trees, a thousand grasses, 
are the real form of truth—the limitless life of endless spring. The question is: Where do 
you find yourself? 

Verse

Listen! Mountain streams and bird songs all recite the scriptures. 
Look! Mountain form, trees and forests, abide in suchness. 

Don’t you see? 
It’s not a matter of words—It contains the whole universe.
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In the early years of the Monastery, 
Daido Roshi began to develop a vision 
of integrating spiritual practice with the 

study of and practice of the natural world, 
the teachings of the mountains and rivers. 
Being out in the wilderness was important 
to him throughout his life; he spent time 
camping and canoeing in upstate New York 
alone and with his family, and when he took 
up photography, he often would venture 
into the woods and streams to photograph. 
When he founded the Monastery and the 
Mountains and Rivers Order, the wilderness 
was already an intrinsic part of his spiritual 
life and something he wanted to share this 
with his students. From early on he spoke of 
it as “Being born as the Earth.” That teach-
ing has stayed with me and is close to my 
own heart. 

in MAny ReligiouS tRAditionS, spiritual 
awakening is compared to a new birth, an 
experience of renewal, a sense of discover-
ing our life as if for the first time. Within 
Buddhism, awakening is being born to our 
own body and mind as the whole of the 
realized world. The Buddha said, “At this 
moment, the Earth, myself, and all creatures 
enter the Way.” So while Buddhism doesn’t 
have much history of environmental advo-
cacy per se, it’s had a very long, very direct 
relationship with the Earth. This is especial-
ly true of Zen. Images of the natural world 
are found throughout Zen literature and 
Zen monasteries were often situated in the 
mountains and took the mountain’s name as 
their own. Every monastery in our tradition 
has a mountain name, even if it’s in the city. 
At the Monastery our mountain name is 
Tenkozan: Mountain of Heavenly Light. Fire 

Lotus Temple’s mountain name is Taidosan: 
Peaceful Way Mountain. There’s this very 
intimate relationship with the mountain as 
a sacred being, a teacher in a different form. 

We can think of being born in this way as 
realizing our true nature as Buddha. When 
the self is realized as self less, then what is 
birth? Daido Roshi said, “Born as the Earth 
is not the same as being born, or birth, or 
born into the world.” Being born is not 
becoming. It is something else.

The world pours in through our senses: 
sights, sounds, tastes, textures, thoughts. We 
hear and see and feel. Some things we find 
pleasant, others unpleasant; there is the cold 
of winter, the heat of summer. And while 
our sense-consciousness is true because it 
accurately perceives the world in the first 
moment of contact, it is also illusory. Almost 
instantaneously, we overlay that moment 
of pure contact with our own conditioned 
mind—our beliefs, histories, desires, preju-
dices—and in this overlay, our experience 
becomes illusory. Still, although it is an 
illusory view of reality, this overlay offers an 
accurate depiction of our conditioned mind. 
That’s why we practice and study what we 
call the self: it is essential that we see this 
overlay for what it is and begin to discover 
just how vast the gap is between our con-
ditioned perception and the real truth of 
life. We live from within this gap, so it’s no 
wonder that we feel anxious and ill at ease. 

Our sense of a separate self also arises in 
this gap, and this is the true source of our 
anxiety, an anxiety born from desire and our 
continual failure to satisfy these desires in 
a lasting way. This is samsara. As we begin 
to practice, we take on the responsibility of 
facing the reality of this moment and seeing 
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through our illusions. But we’re not usually 
ready for how real this actually is, how fierce 
reality can appear to us. 

Now, take all of this and look at our pres-
ent situation with the environmental crisis 
we face today. We’ve created a situation in 
which our home as we know it is in peril, 
arguably the greatest trial in human his-
tory. Whether we realize it or not, this must 
bring with it a very deep anxiety. What are 
the implications of living on a planet that 
can no longer sustain our way of life? In 
the midst of this trial, and as practitioners, 
we aspire to turn toward the Earth and the 
painful reality of today. Spiritual training 
offers us a way to face such difficulties with 
an open, spacious, and even joyful state of 
mind. 

the BuddhA ReAlized that human life exists 
within a morality so deep and vast that we’ll 
never realize the whole. Everything we do 
affects those around us and changes his-
tory. How we understand and move through 
this world, how we act, what we say—all of 
our innumerable actions have an effect. Of 
course, many of these effects are so subtle 
we don’t notice them, but they are creating 
karma nevertheless, and because of that, 
life is profoundly moral. It is also deeply 
spiritual. 

As human beings, we know that we’re 
alive, and with this knowledge, life becomes 
a spiritual matter. We wonder about life and 
death—we feel a sense of awe at the miracle 
of living and dying. We can understand that 
every breath we take, every particle of our 
being, our heat, our energy, our f luids, has 
been moving through this universe since 
the very beginning. This lends a different 

perspective to the Buddha’s teaching, “This 
body does not belong to you.” This is true 
not only because there is no permanent 
self, but also because our bodies are literally 
being recycled and reused. That’s how we got 
here. So as Daido Roshi says, “The question 
is, where do we find the self?”

In this koan, developed by Daido Roshi as 
part of a unique collection, a student asks, 
“The truths of the Earth continually wait. 
They’re not so concealed either. They’re 
calm, subtle, un-transmissible by print.” 
This is a quote from Whitman’s Song of the 
Rolling Earth, appearing in a larger section:

Amelioration is one of the earth’s words,
The earth neither lags nor hastens,
It has all attributes, growths, effects, latent 
in itself from the jump,
It is not half beautiful only, defects and 
excrescences show just as much as perfec-
tions show.

The earth does not withhold, it is generous 
enough,
The truths of the earth continually wait, 
they are not so conceal’d either,
They are calm, subtle, un-transmissible by 
print,
They are imbued through all things convey-
ing themselves willingly,
Conveying a sentiment and invitation, I 
utter and utter,
I speak not, yet if you hear me not of what 
avail am I to you?
To bear, to better, lacking these of what 
avail am I?

“The truths of the Earth continually wait, 
they are not so conceal’d either.” The truths 
of the Earth are utterly present. How else 
could it be? And whatever is true of this 
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Every breath we take, every particle of our being, our heat, our energy, our 
fluid, has been moving through this universe since the very beginning. 
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Every breath we take, every particle of our being, our heat, our energy, our 
fluid, has been moving through this universe since the very beginning. 

Kylen Louanne
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Earth is true for everything that is of this 
Earth, because nothing is left out—every-
thing we see and touch and experience, 
whether we think of it as belonging to the 
natural world or not. Nothing is hidden. 
This is also true of the dharma. The dharma 
is nothing but uncontrived, unconditioned 
truth. 

in the fiRSt lineS of Mountain Colors and 
Valley Sounds, Master Dogen’s fascicle that 
we’ve been studying during this Spring 
Ango, Dogen says we should examine the 
examples of our ancestors. We learn from 
each other all the time, which is why it’s 
so important that we practice together in 
the same space. Not only because it’s mutu-
ally supportive, but also because we’re living 
examples for each other, examples of how 
to embody wisdom, compassion, generosity, 
patience, authenticity, spontaneity. Human-
ness, in other words. 

When we think about the scope of human 
history, and our earliest ancestors, we realize 
that our very first teacher was this Earth. 
We looked to the natural world, the sky, the 
seasons, the mountains and rivers, the other 
living beings around us to learn how to be 
part of this world, to learn how to attune 
to it. Whitman expresses this so beautifully 
in his poem. What happens when we turn 
to the mountain as an example of practice? 
What better role model of patience and gen-
erosity could we find? 

When the student offers Whitman’s verse, 
the teacher cries out, “Stop! Stop!” Why? 
Whose words is the student using? Whose 
experience does she draw on? This “Stop!” 
is like a wake up call. Stop and turn around. 
Stop and know for yourself. Understand 
beyond knowing. Don’t get caught in the 

words—beautiful though they might be, 
words ultimately do not reach it. Our pro-
found affinity with the Earth, with the 
truth it embodies, has to be experienced for 
ourselves. 

Not that long ago, we were living beneath 
the vaulted sky, drawing our water from the 
river and our food from the forest. Our pro-
found dependence on the Earth was obvious 
and inarguable. That dependence hasn’t 
changed one bit, but our current way of life 
fools us. Although it may be hidden from 
view, the truth of how inextricable our life is 
from the Earth abides deep within us. When 
someone we love is ill, their suffering fills us 
and we feel their distress. Just so, whether 
we’re conscious of it or not, I believe that 
we are feeling the distress of the Earth. How 
could we not? 

Daido Roshi says, “Born as the Earth 
is not the same as being born, or birth, or 
being born into the world. It’s not a matter 
of simply occupying space on this planet.” 
We all know what it is to sleepwalk through 
life, to just go through the motions without 
realizing what we’re in the middle of or 
attending to what is needed. We apply all 
of our energy to masking our anxiety and 
pain, but that pain is accurate. It’s accurate 
because we are moral and spiritual beings. 
That’s why when we hurt someone we feel 
shame and regret. The Buddha said those 
feelings are the guardians of the world; 
the pain that we experience at having hurt 
someone else shakes us awake. That pain is 
like saying, “Stop. Pay attention. Shift that 
path. There is a better way.” In this way, 
pain is part of our aliveness, part of our 
healing, part of our truth. It conveys to us 
that something is at risk, something sacred 
is being desecrated, something precious is 
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being lost. But, if we don’t work with it well, 
it turns inward on itself, becoming numb-
ness, drunkenness, worry or distraction. 
And so one of the essential skills we have 
to develop on the bodhisattva path is to be 
able to bear a certain degree of discomfort, 
skillfully and with compassion, while we are 
in the process of examining, realizing, and 
transforming our understanding of it. It’s 
not about having a high pain threshold, but 
rather being able to hold the pain within 
non-discriminating awareness, otherwise we 

can’t face reality. We can’t encounter any-
thing that is true.

Daido Roshi says, “To realize mountains, 
rivers, and the great Earth as our own body 
and mind.” This is not a personal, karmic 
body, but it cannot be apart from that either. 
How could this body of truth, this body of 
reality, be anything other than you, though 
this “you” is not your self? How can there be 
anything other than this great Earth body, 
vast beyond time and space? Is there anyone 
who isn’t already born as the earth? It only 
needs to be realized. To discover our true 
body-mind, we have to let go of all that we 
hold as “me.” Then, all that we recognize as 
“me” is liberated, and so all things are liber-
ated in their own dharma state. 

If this is so, how is it then that when we 
open our eyes and uncover our ears, our 
senses encounter injustice, poverty, greed, 

the extinction of species, the acidification 
of oceans, the desertification of forests. It’s 
important that we don’t take in these teach-
ings like we might a Sunday sermon— inspi-
rational for a short while but then we just go 
back to business as usual. That just increases 
our anxiety. The Dharma challenges us to 
study, practice, realize and live it fully in 
our lives. 

Daido Roshi says, “Listen! Mountain 
streams and bird songs are all reciting 
scriptures. Look! Mountain form, trees and 

forests, are all the body of suchness. Don’t 
you see? It’s not a matter of words. It just 
contains the whole universe.” What if we 
thought of the world and everything in it 
as being alive? We recognize life in animals 
and in plants and trees. But what about 
mountains, rocks, soil, space, sky, water? 
What is life after all? How do we define it? If 
we recognized everything as having life, how 
would that change things? Not just some 
forms, but everything. Perhaps some subtle 
truths are concealed just beyond the range of 
our senses, like the way dogs hear things we 
can’t, or how cats can see in the dark. 

I’ve been reading a book on the emotional 
life of animals in which the author describes 
the many different sounds elephants make 
with their trunks. When wildlife biologists 
began studying this closely, they recognized 
innumerable subtle kinds of trumpeting, all 

How can there be anything other than this great Earth 
body, vast beyond time and space? Is there anyone who isn’t 

already born as the earth? 
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communicating different things. To those of 
us with untrained ears these sounds seem 
more or less alike, which is pretty much how 
it is when we hear a foreign language—it’s 
just a bunch of meaningless sounds that we 
can’t distinguish. But, if we take the time 
and learn the language, then it begins to 
open up. Suddenly, that person becomes 
someone; their life becomes present to us 
in a whole new way. What other conversa-
tions are taking place beyond the range 
of our ordinary ability to hear and under-
stand? What if we recognize that there is a 
whole world beyond our senses, shimmering 
and pulsing with life in ways we’ve never  
considered?

Being born as the Earth is being awakened 
to the very nature of the Earth. In our awak-
ening, everything is awakened. It has always 
been just thus. Stop. Look. Don’t you see? It 
contains the whole universe. The question is 
where do you find the self?

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.

Koans of the Way of Reality is a collection of koans 
relevant to western practitioners which have been 
culled from ancient and modern sources by John 
Daido Loori, Roshi, founder of the Mountains 
and Rivers Order.

Heather
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brown-haired fat boy who wore bright striped 
shirts. He had no friends. 

I was lucky enough to have friends. I was 
unexceptional. I did not stand out. 

We’d spy on Swamp Boy. We’d trail him 
home from school. Those times we jumped 

There was a kid we used to beat up in ele-
mentary school. We called him Swamp 
Boy. I say we, though I never threw any 

punches myself. And I never kicked him either, 
or broke his glasses, but I stood around and 
watched, so it amounted to the same thing. A 

Swamp Boy
by rIck bass
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him—or rather, when those other boys jumped 
him—the first thing they struck was always his 
horn-rim glasses. I don’t know why the thick, 
foggy-lensed glasses infuriated them so much. 
Maybe they believed he could see things with 
them, invisible things that they could not. This 

possibility, along with some odd chemistry, 
seemed to drive the boys into a frenzy. We 
would go after him into the old woods along 
the bayou that he loved. He went there every 
day. 

We followed him out of school and down 
the winding clay road. The road led past big 
pines and oaks, past the puddles of red water 
and Christ-crown brambles of dewberries, their 
white blossoms floating above thorns. He’d 
look back, sensing us I think, but we stayed 
hidden amid the bushes and trees. His eyesight 
was poor. 

Now and then he stopped to search out 
blackberries and the red berries that had not 
yet ripened. His face scrunched up like an owl’s 
when he tasted their tart juices. Like a little 
bear, he moved on then, singing to himself, 
taking all the time in the world, plucking the 
berries gingerly to avoid scratching his plump 
hands and wrists on the awful tangle of dag-
gers and claws in which the berries rested. 
Sometimes his hand and arm got caught on 
the curved hooks of the thorns, and he’d be 
stuck as though in a trap. He’d wince as he 
pulled his hand free of the daggers, and as he 
pulled, other thorns would catch him more 
firmly; he’d pull harder. Once free, he sucked 
the blood from his pinprick wounds. 

And when he’d had his fill of berries and 
was nearing the end of the road, he began to 
pick blossoms, stuffing them like coins into 
the pockets of his shirt and the baggy shorts 
he always wore—camper-style shorts with zip-up 
compartments and all sorts of rings and hooks 
for hanging compasses and flashlights. 

Then he walked down to the big pond we 
called Hidden Lake, deep in the woods, and 
sprinkled the white blossoms onto the surface 
of the muddy water. Frogs would cry out in 

Joshua Ganderson
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alarm, leaping from shore’s edge with fright-
ened chirps. A breeze would catch the floating 
petals and carry them across the lake like tiny 
boats. Swamp Boy would walk up and down 
the shore, trying to catch those leaping frogs.

Leopard frogs: Rana utricularia.
We followed him like jackals, like soul scav-

engers. We made the charge about once a week: 
we’d shout and whoop and chase him down 
like lions on a gazelle, pull that sweet boy down 
and truss him up with rope and hoist him into 
a tree. I never touched him. I always held back, 
only pretending to be in on it. I thought that if 
I touched him, he would burn my fingers. We 
knew he was alien, and it terrified us. 

With our hearts full of hate, a terrible, fran-
tic, weak, rotting-through-the-planks hate, we—
they, the other boys would leave him hanging 
there, red-faced and congested, thick-tongued 
with his upside-down blood, until the sheer wet 
weight of the sack of blood that was his body 
allowed him to slip free of the ropes and fall to 
the ground like a dead animal, like something 
dripped from a wet limb. But before his weight 
let him fall free, the remaining flowers he’d 
gathered fluttered from his pockets like snow.

Some of the boys would pick up a rock or 
branch and throw it at him as we retreated, 
and I was sickened by both the sound of the 
thuds as the rocks struck his thick body and 
by the hoots of pleasure, the howls of the boys 
whenever one of their throws found its target. 
Once they split his skull open, which instantly 
drenched his hair, and we ran like fiends, 
believing we had killed him. But he lived, fum-
bling free of the ropes to make his way home, 
bloody-faced and red-crusted. Two days after 
he got stitched up at the hospital, he was back 
in the woods again, picking berries and blos-
soms, and even the dumbest of us could see 
that something within him was getting strong 

and that something in us was being torn down. 
Berry blossoms lined the road along which 

we walked each afternoon—clumps and piles of 
flowers, each mound of them indicating where 
we’d strung him up earlier. I started to feel bad 
about what I was doing, even though I was 
never an attacker. I merely ran with the other 
boys for the spectacle, to observe the dreamy 
phenomenon of Swamp Boy. 

one evening in Bed I woke up with a pain in 
my ribs, as if the rocks had been striking me 
rather than him, and my mouth tasted like 
berries, and I was frightened. There was a salty, 
stinging feeling of thorn scratches across the 
backs of my hands and forearms. I have neglect-
ed to say that we all wore masks as we stalked 
and chased him, so he was probably never quite 
sure who we were—he with those thick glasses. 

I lay in the darkness and imagined that in 
my fright my heart would begin beating faster, 
wildly, but instead it slowed down. I waited 
what seemed like a full minute for the next 
beat. It was stronger than my heart had ever 
beaten before. Not faster, just stronger. It 
kicked once, as if turning over on itself. The 
one beat—I could feel this distinctly—sent the 
pulse of blood all through my body, to the ends 
of my hands and feet. Then, after what seemed 
again like a full minute, another beat, one more 
round of blood, just as strong or stronger. It 
was as if I had stopped living and breathing, 
and it was the beat of the earth’s heart in my 
hurt chest. I lay very still, as if pinned to the 
bed by a magnet. 

The next day we only spied on him, and I was 
glad for that. But even so, I awakened during 
the night with that pain in my chest again. This 
time, though, I was able to roll free of the bed. 
I went to the kitchen for a glass of water, which 
burned all the way down as I drank it. 
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I got dressed and went out into the night. 
Stars shone through the trees as I walked 
toward the woods that lay between our sub-
division and the school, the woods through 
which Swamp Boy passed each day. Rabbits sat 
hunched on people’s front lawns like concrete 
ornaments, motionless in the starlight, their 
eyes glistening. The rabbits seemed convinced 
that I presented no danger to them, that I was 
neither owl nor cat. The lawns were wet with 
dew. Crickets called with a kind of madness, or 
a kind of peace. 

I headed for the woods where we had been 
so cruel, along the lazy curves of the bayou. 
The names of the streets in our subdivision 
were Pine Forest, Cedar Creek, Bayou Glen, 
and Shady River, and for once, with regard to 
that kind of thing, the names were accurate. I 
work in advertising now, at the top of a steel-
and-glass skyscraper from which I stare out at 
the flat gulf coast, listening to the rain, when 
it comes, slash and beat against the office win-
dows. When the rain gives way to sun, I’m so 
high up that I can see to the curve of the earth 
and beyond. When the sun burns the steam off 
the skin of the earth, it looks as if the whole 
city is smoldering. 

Those woods are long gone now, buried by 
so many tons of houses and roads and other 
sheer masses of concrete that what happened 
there when I was a child might as well have 
occurred four or five centuries ago, might just 
as well have been played out by Vikings in horn 
helmets or red natives in loincloths. 

There was a broad band of tall grass prairie—
waist high, bending gently—that I would have to 
cross to get to the woods. I had seen deer leap 
from their beds there and sprint away. I could 
smell the faraway, slightly sweet odor of a skunk 
that had perhaps been caught by an owl at the 
edge of the meadow, for there were so many 

skunks in the meadow, and so many owls back 
in the woods. I moved across the silver field 
of grass in starlight and moonlight, like a ship 
moving across the sea, a small ship with no oth-
ers out, only night. 

Between prairie and woods was a circle of 
giant ancient oaks. You could feel magic in this 
spot, feel it rise from centuries below and brush 
against your face like the cool air from the bot-
tom of a deep well. This “buffalo ring” was the 
only evidence that a herd of buffalo had once 
been held at bay by wolves, as the wolves tried, 
with snarling feints and lunges, to cut one of 
the members out of the herd. The buffalo had 
gathered in a tight circle to make their stand, 
heads all facing outward; the weaker ones had 
taken refuge in the center. Over and over, the 
sun set and the moon glided across the sky as 
the wolves kept them in this standoff. Heads 
bowed, horns gleaming, the buffalo trampled 
the prairie with their hooves, roughed it up 
with nose-stinging nitrogen piss and shit in 
their anger and agitation. 

Whether the wolves gave up and left, or 
whether they darted in, grabbed a leg, and 
pulled out one of the buffalo—no matter, for 
all that was important to the prairie, there at 
the edge of the woods along the slow bayou, 
was what had been left behind. Over the years, 
squirrels and other animals had carried acorns 
to this place, burying them in the rich circular 
heap of shit-compost. The trees, before they 
were cut down, told this story. 

 
SwAMp Boy could feel these things as he 
moved across the prairie and through the 
woods, there at the edge of that throbbing, 
expanding city, Houston. And I could too, as 
I held my ribs with both arms because of the 
strange soreness. I began going into the woods 
every night, as if summoned. 
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I would walk the road he walked. I would 
pass beneath the same trees from which we had 
hung him, the limbs thick and branching par-
allel over the road: the hanging trees. I would 
walk past those piles of flower petals and berry 
blossoms, and shuffle my feet through the dry 
brown oak leaves. Copperheads slept beneath 
the leaves, cold and sluggish in the night, and 
five-lined skinks rattled through brush piles, 
a sound like pattering rain. Raccoons loped 
down the road ahead of me, looking back over 
their shoulders, their black masks smudged 
across their delicate faces. 

I would walk past his lake. The shouting 
frogs fled at my approach. The water swirled 
and wriggled with hundreds of thousands of 
tadpoles-half-formed things that were neither 
fish nor frog, not yet of this world. As they 
swirled and wriggled in the moonlight, it 
looked as if the water were boiling. 

I would go past the lake, would follow the 
thin clay road through the starlit forest to its 
end, to a bluff high above the bayou, the round 
side of one of the meandering S-cuts that the 
bayou had carved. I know some things about 
the woods even though I lived in the city, have 
never left this city. I know some things that I 
learned as a child just by watching and listen-
ing—and I could use those things in my adver-
tising, but I don’t. They are my secrets. I don’t 
give them away. 

I would stand and watch and listen to the 
bayou as it rolled past, its gentle, lazy current 
always murmuring, always twenty years behind. 
Stories from twenty years ago, stories that had 
happened upstream, were only just now reach-
ing this spot.

Sometimes I feel as if I’ve become so 
entombed that I have become the giant build-
ing in which I work—that it is my shell, my 
exoskeleton, like the sea shell in which a fiddler 

crab lives, hauling the stiff burden of it around 
for the rest of his days. The chitin of things not 
said, things not done. 

I would stand there and hold my hurt ribs, 
feel the breezes, and look down at the chocolate 
waters, the star glitter reflecting on the bayou’s 
ripples, and I would feel myself fill slowly and 
surely with a strength, a giddiness that urged 
me to jump, jump, jump. But I would hold 
back, and instead would watch the bayou go 
drifting past, carrying its story twenty more 
years down the line, and then thirty, heading 
for the gulf, for the shining waters. 

Then I’d walk back home, undress, and crawl 
back into bed and sleep hard until the thunder 
rattle of the alarm clock woke me and my par-
ents and my brothers began to move about the 
house. I’d get up and begin my new day, the 
real day, and my ribs would be fine. 

I had a secret. My heart was wild and did not 
belong among people. I did what I could to 
accommodate this discrepancy. 

we continued to follow him, through the 
woods and beyond. Sometimes we would spy 
on him at his house early in the evenings. We 
watched him and his family at the dinner table, 
watched them say grace, say amen, then eat and 
talk. It wasn’t as if we were homeless or any-
thing—this was back when we all still had both 
our parents, when almost everyone did—but 
still, his house was different. The whole house 
itself seemed to come alive when the family 
was inside it, seemed to throb with a kind of 
strength. Were they taking it from us as we 
watched them? Where did it come from? You 
could feel it, like the sun’s force. 

After dinner they gathered around the blue 
light of the television. Our spying had revealed 
to us that Daniel Boone was Swamp Boy’s 
favorite show. He wore a coonskin cap while he 



47

neck deep at the center, full of gars, snakes, 
fish, turtles, and rich bayou mud at its bottom. 
It’s gone now. The trees finally edged in and 
spread their roots into that fertile swamp bot-
tom, taking it quickly, and no sooner had the 
trees claimed the lake than they were in turn 
leveled to make way for what came next—roads, 
a subdivision, making ghosts of the forest and 
the lake. 

Swamp Boy kept a vegetable strainer and 
an empty jar in his lunch box. He set his tape-
mended glasses down on a rotting log before 
opening his lunch box, flipping the clasp on 
it expertly, like a businessman opening his 
briefcase. He removed his shoes and socks and 
wiggled his feet in the mud. When his glasses 
were off like that, we could creep to within 
twenty or thirty feet of him. 

A ripple blew across the water—a slight mys-
tery in the wind or a subtle swamp movement 
just beneath the surface. I could feel some 
essence, a truth, down in the soil beneath my 
feet—but I’d catch myself before saying to the 
other boys, “Let’s go.” Instead of jumping into 
the water or giving myself up to the search for 
whatever that living essence was beneath me, I 
watched. 

He crouched down, concentrating, looking 
out over the lake and those places where the 
breeze had made a little ring or ripple. Then 
came the part we were there to see, the part 
that stunned us: Swamp Boy’s great race into 
the water. Building up a good head of steam, 
running fast and flat-footed in his bare feet, he 
charged in and slammed his vegetable strainer 
down into the reeds and rushes. Just as quickly 
he was back out, splashing, stumbling, having 
scooped up a big red wad of mud. He emp-
tied the contents onto the ground. The mud 
wriggled with life, all the creatures writhing and 
gasping, terrible creatures with bony spines or 

watched it, and his favorite part was the begin-
ning, when Dan’l would throw the tomahawk 
and split the tree trunk as the credits rolled. 
This excited him so much each time that he 
gave a small shout and jumped in the air. 

After Daniel Boone, it would be time for 
Swamp Boy’s mother and father to repair his 
glasses, if we’d broken them that day. They’d 
set the glasses down on a big long desk and glue 
them, or put screws in them, using all sorts of 
tape and epoxy sealers, adjusting and readjust-
ing them. Evidently his parents had ordered 
extra pairs, because we had broken them so 
often. Swamp Boy stood by patiently while his 
parents bent and wiggled the earpieces to fit 
him. 

How his parents must have dreaded the 
approach of three in the afternoon, wonder-
ing, as it drew near the time for him to get 
out of school and begin his woods walk home, 
whether today would be the day that the cruel 
boys would attack their son. What joy they felt 
when he arrived home unscathed, back in the 
safety of his family. 

we gRew leAn through the spring as we chased 
him toward the freedom of summer. I was con-
vinced that he was absorbing all of our strength 
with his goodness, his sweetness. I could barely 
stand to watch the petals spill from his pockets 
as we twirled him from the higher and higher 
limbs, could barely make my legs move as we 
thundered along behind him, chasing him 
through the woods. 

I avoided getting too close, would not become 
his friend, for then the other boys would treat 
me as they treated him. 

But I wanted to watch. 
In May, when Hidden Lake began to warm 

up, Swamp Boy would sometimes stop off there 
to catch things. The water was shallow, only 



webbed feet or pincers or whiskers. 
After carefully sorting through the tadpoles—

in various stages of development; half frog and 
half fish, looking human almost, like little 
round-headed human babies, angry catfish, 
gasping snapping turtles, leaping newts, and 
hellbenders, he put the catfish, the tadpoles, 
and a few other grotesqueries in his jar filled 
with swamp water, and then picked up all the 
other wriggling things and threw them back 
into the lake. 

Then he wiped his muddy feet off as best as 
he could, put his shoes and socks and strainer 
in his lunch box, and walked the rest of the 
way home barefoot. From time to time he 
held the jar up to the sun, to look at his prizes 
swimming around in that dirty water. The mud 
around his ankles dried to an elephant-gray 
cake. We followed him to his house at a dis-
tance, as if escorting him. 

That incredible force field, a wall of strength, 
when he disappeared into his house, into the 
utility room to wash up—the whole house 
glowed with it, something emanated from it. 
And once again I could feel things, lives and 
stories, meaningful things, stirring in the soil 
beneath my feet. 

Rick Bass lives in Montana’s Yaak Valley and writes 
nonfiction and fiction about wilderness and wildness.

From In the Loyal Mountains. Copyright © 1995 by 
Rick Bass. Reprinted by permission of Houghton 
Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company. All rights 
reserved.
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fRoM The Dirty Life
by krIstIn kImball



By the end of April our first seeds were 
well up, in rows of soil-filled flats 
on the farmhouse’s sunny, glassed-in 

porch.  We’d planted the onions between sap 
runs in March, and now we had ten thousand 
small, green, bladelike sprouts striving to grow. 
Leeks came next, and then herbs, broccoli, 
pepper, tomato, flowers, lettuce—five types—
cabbage, and kale. I’d begun to understand 
what farm scale meant. Seeding was like run-
ning a small, muddy factory. The potting soil 
we used came in a one-ton sack (“If it weighs 
a ton,” my friend Alexis said when she heard 
this, “can you still call it a sack?”). We stirred 
water into batches of the potting soil until a 
handful of it would drip once or twice when 
you squeezed it in your hand. We borrowed 
a soil blocker, a nifty metal mold on a stick, 
from some neighbor farmers and used it to 
form the moist soil into cubes. Into the cen-
ter of each cube we dropped seeds, some so 
small you had to squint to see them. Then we 
dusted the tops of the flats with more potting 
soil and watered them. I loved that miniature 
work in the pale spring light. I liked imagining 
what the seeds would become, and I liked the 
contrast with the usual farm jobs, which always 
seemed to involve heavy lifting. 

The nights were still dangerously cold for ten-
der young seedlings. When the weather radio 
warned of freezing temperatures, we opened 
the windows between the house and the porch 
and stoked up the woodstove. We bought box 
fans to push the warmer air around. The porch 
got so crowded with flats, maneuvering among 
them for watering was like playing a game of 
Twister. Then we ran out of room entirely. The 
tomatoes placed in the porch’s corners were 
not getting enough light, and they were grow-
ing too tall and thin. We stacked hay bales into 

Ariel Ophelia
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rectangles on the farmhouse lawn and topped 
them with windows John found for us at the 
dump: poor-man’s cold frames.  We moved our 
leggy tomatoes outside and crossed our fingers.   

Mark was not used to working with ad hoc 
systems like this. On his farm in Pennsylvania, 
the start-up phase had been funded by a twen-
ty-thousand-dollar loan, which had allowed 
him to buy all the equipment he needed and 
also build a greenhouse. Because of my fear 

of debt, and because this whole-diet farm 
venture was new and untested, we’d agreed to 
get through our first trial year on nothing but 
our savings. Since those were already spent 
by planting time, we were bootstrapping, and 
sometimes we went too far. We didn’t buy a 
$250 garden cart—a tool so basic and essential 
to the everyday work of hauling heavy things 
on a farm, I now can’t imagine how we did 
without it—until the middle of our second 
season. We did not have enough hoses, which 
meant spending scarce time unhooking and 
dragging them from one place to another, or 
else hauling loaded buckets. And with the 
thrown-together cold frames, we made a bad 
miscalculation. When the plants were good-
size seedlings, the temperature dipped unex-
pectedly low one night, and in the morning 
we found all them drooping, tender leaves and 
stems turned the darker green of frost-nipped 
death. It was too late, by then, to start again, 
and buying started plants did not fit into our 
budget. 

We were saved by a fellow farmer, Beth 
Spaugh. She had left her job as county exten-
sion agent several years earlier because, she 
said, God told her to farm. She’d turned the 
small acreage around her house into a market 
garden and chicken coop, and, through faith, 
hard work, and sheer stubbornness, carved out 
a niche for herself selling vegetables and eggs 
at the local farmers’ markets. When she heard 
about our frozen tomatoes, she drove over to 

our place with her truck bed full of stocky, 
vibrant tomato plants. She’d planted extra, she 
said, and these were her leftovers. She knew we 
had no money, so she gave them to us for free. 

We found that kind of generosity over and 
over again our first year. Without it, I don’t 
think the farm could have survived. Gifts 
were made quietly, so as not to embarrass us. 
When Billy Shields came over to artificially 
inseminate our cow Raye, he refused to take a 
check for it. When we pressed him, he looked 
away. “I like to help a young farmer just start-
ing out,” he said, and that was the end of the 
discussion. I knew that Thomas LaFountain 
stored our meat in his cooler at a cut rate, 
and I suspected that our vet, Dr. Goldwasser, 
was undercharging us for farm calls. The next 
spring, when we still did not have a green-
house, our neighbors to the north, Mike and 
Laurie Davis, let us use theirs, even though 
they started their own CSA that year, which 
made us their direct competitors. 

Beth Spaugh’s tomato plants thrived in our 

We found that kind of generosity over and over again our first 
year. Without it, I don’t think the farm could have survived. 
Gifts were made quietly, so as not to embarrass us.
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cold frames, and by the time the threat of frost 
was over, they were covered in little yellow blos-
soms. In the trip between her farm and ours, 
the plants had lost their identification tags, so 
when we planted them in the field, the many 
varieties were all mixed together—slicing toma-
toes intermingled with cherry tomatoes, and 
hollow tomatoes meant for stuffing growing 
next to a bright yellow variety that looks cheek-
ily similar to a peach. We’d never again have 
such a wildly beautiful tomato patch, and it 
produced extraordinarily well, as though even 
the plants themselves were inclined to help us 
when they could.

don’t let Anyone tell you that growing vege-
tables is not a violent act. The muted sound of 
a plow tearing through roots is almost obscene, 
like the sound of a fist meeting flesh. Before 
planting, we had to raze the ground.  

Plowing is primary tillage, the first and 
crudest step in making ground ready for seed. 
It takes tremendous power. Imagine digging a 
ditch nine inches wide, six inches deep, and 
eleven miles long. That’s what it takes to plow 
a single acre. The job of the plow is to rip 
through the earth and then to flip it over, so 
that the surface is buried. There are plows for 
breaking new ground and plows for stubble, 
for hills, for clay, muck, and sand. The sim-
plest horse-drawn kind is the one-bottom walk-
ing plow, a heavy pointed hunk of steel with 
handles on the back end, a clevis to hitch to 
the horses on the front. When a walking plow 
is well-made and properly adjusted, and the 
horses are fit and well-trained, plowing is pure 
pleasure. The plow floats through the soil, and 
the furrow opens up behind you in a long dark 
wave. Our first plow was an ancient relic that 
Shep Shields had loaned us, found in the back 
of his barn. It was a rusty thing with cracked 

handles, and its share, the curved metal piece 
that turns the ground, was badly worn. It was 
missing its coulter, the sharp knife that is sup-
posed to slice through the sod in front of the 
share. Our first attempt to use that monster 
was an abject failure.  

Sam and Silver had not worked hard for 
three weeks, since the end of sugar season. 
Meanwhile, they’d been eating grain and the 
first green tips of the growing grass, which gave 
them the energy of kindergarteners after too 
much cake. We loaded the sorry-looking plow 
onto our stone boat and set out for the back 
of the farm. There was a ten-acre piece that 
had been rented out to another farmer to grow 
corn the year before, and the soil there was 
loose. We weren’t planning to use it that year, 
so we thought it would be a good place to prac-
tice before we attempted to open up the thick 
sod in the fields we wanted for our vegetables.  

In the old paintings, the plowman is alone. 
He holds the handles of the plow, one in each 
hand, and steers the horses with the lines 
knotted around his shoulders. We were barely 
competent driving horses with two hands, let 
alone with our shoulders, so we decided to 
split the job in two. I guided the horses, and 
Mark handled the plow. I had the slightly 
better end of the deal, because I could keep 
clear of the plow handles, while Mark kept 
getting whacked by them, right in the gut. 
Sam was hitched on the right, the so-called 
furrow horse, charged with walking in the soft 
dirt of his newly dug ditch, keeping a straight 
line. He understood his job and stayed in the 
right place, but the plow would not behave. 
It plunged deep into the loose soil and made 
the horses strain against their collars, and 
then it surfed upward and popped out of the 
soil entirely, and the horses lurched forward 
against nothing. There were almost no rocks in 
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that field, but when we were unlucky enough 
to connect with one, the plow stopped dead. 
Then we had to back the horses up, dragging 
the heavy plow by hand to the last clean place 
in the furrow, or else come out of the furrow 
entirely, circle around, and begin again. 

Mark was certain that whatever was going 
wrong was my fault. The horses were moving 
too fast, and he wanted me to slow them 
down, but they were high on grain and 
didn’t want to work at such a slow pace. 
They pulled at their bits until my arms felt 
stretched to apelike length. When Mark 
wanted me to move the horses a fraction of 
an inch to the right he’d say, “Right!” but he 
wouldn’t give me time to react before saying 
“Right!” again, and then I’d be too far right 
and he would be barking “Left!” Before we 
finished a whole furrow I wanted to kill him. 
(If I could have glimpsed the future, this is 
what I would have seen: Late spring, sunny 
afternoon, me seven months pregnant with 
our daughter, driving the team for Mark 
while he plowed, not because we needed two 
people for the job by then but for the pure 
pleasure of it, the knowing horses doing 
their work and the plow moving smoothly 
through soil and we two humans enjoying it 
like other couples enjoy a waltz together. But 
that was far in the future, with a lot of trying 
in between.)   

We kept at it doggedly for half a morn-
ing before we admitted it was hopeless. We 
had only a small window of dry early spring 
weather, and at the rate we were going, it 
would take us about a year to turn the five 
acres we needed. 

We hired our neighbor Paul and his big trac-
tor with a five-bottom plow, and in a matter 
of a couple hours he opened up our vegetable 
ground, five acres in five fields on the good soil 

that ran parallel to the road. I walked behind 
him, in the furrow, in awe of the tractor’s 
gargantuan tires, the deep throb of the engine, 
mesmerized by the destructive power of the 
plow hitched behind. At the end of each row 
he lifted it and the five shares, scoured by the 
earth, flashed like swords. He made the turn 
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We gave the new places their civilized 
names: Home Field, next to the farmhouse. 
Pine Field, tucked between two groves of trees. 
Mailbox Field, at the end of our long driveway. 
Monument Field, where the best soil was, 
named for an obelisklike rock that stood along-
side it. Small Joy, carved out of a hayfield and 

and they sank into the ground again, and the 
soft, grassy surface of the earth—its variegated 
pad of flora and fauna—was replaced by wave 
after wave of raw soil. The seagulls flocked 
knowingly to the sound of the tractor. At the 
bottoms of the furrows, the shocked worms 
writhed and dove for cover. 

Magnus Hagdorn
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flanked by a stream. Each field was an acre, 
more or less. I could see the fresh furrows from 
the upstairs window, red in the last late light. 

the next MoRning, Mark and I walked the 
headlands, counting steps, taking measure. 
The land was subdued but not yet entirely 
broken. Plowing loosens the topsoil and buries 
sod, but it leaves a rough surface. In our new 
fields, the sod and the soil clung to their old 
form, standing up in those dark waves, leaning 
on each other to make a range of tiny peaks. 
Stray tufts of grass stuck out between them. 
Smoothing the seedbed is what the harrow is 
for. Ancient-sounding word with its connota-
tions of distress.  

There was a disc harrow on the farm, but 
it was the modern kind, humongous, meant 
to be pulled by a large tractor. Luckily, Shane 
Sharpe had loaned us his horse-drawn disc 
harrow. The day after we plowed, Mark and I 
rolled it onto the driveway and hitched Sam 
and Silver to it. It was a simple machine, a 
six-foot-long metal frame that rolled along on 
a dozen slightly cupped metal discs. The discs 
were divided into two gangs, their relationship 
to each other adjustable, so that when travel-
ing on the farm roads, they rolled along in 
one straight line, but in the field they could be 
angled toward one another to form a V. The 
discs cut into the surface of the soil, further 
loosening it and breaking up clods. Each disc 
throws some soil inward, to flatten out lumps 
and furrows, and kill weeds. There was a hard 
metal tractor seat bolted onto the top of the 
frame, and a crude metal rack behind, to hold 
rocks for added weight. 

I took to the disc harrow immediately. 
Harrowing with it was a more reasonable job 
than plowing for a teamster as inexperienced 
as I was. If the horses and I couldn’t man-

age to travel in a perfectly straight line, we 
left an interesting trail behind us but didn’t 
jeopardize the whole operation. I relaxed, and 
so did the horses, who seemed calmed by the 
steady pull. It was quiet in Small Joy, except 
for the crazy pinging call of a bobolink and the 
faint, far-off sound of a rooster. Nico, who’d 
followed us, matched the horses’ pace with 
her shepherdy slink. She raised her ears at a 
killdeer that was desperately trying to make 
her chase it, flopping around with her wing 
out, close to the ground. I guess we’d wrecked 
the bird’s nest with the plow the day before. I 
tried for a minute to imagine a way of eating 
that involves no suffering and came down to 
Thoreau next to the pond with his little patch 
of beans. Then I remembered that he walked 
to his mother’s house in town every day for 
lunch.  

The furrows smoothed and flattened out 
behind us. When I stopped to clear a stick 
from between the discs, the ground felt springy 
underneath my feet, like a giant trampoline. It 
was a good workout for the horses, who were 
out of shape after their time off. We stopped 
at the end of each pass for a rest, and they 
stood and blew, and the sweat dripped from 
their bellies onto the raw earth like a balm or 
a blessing.  

Kristin Kimball is a farmer and a writer living in 
northern New York. She and her husband live with their 
two daughters on Essex Farm CSA, which they have run 
since 2003.

From The Dirty Life: A Memoir of Farming, Food, and 
Love, Copyright 2010 by Kristin Kimball. Reprinted 
with permission of Scribner, an imprint of Simon 
and Schuster, Inc.

http://www.mountainrecord.org/mountainrecord/spring_2016_earth_body/TrackLink.action?pageName=56&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.kristinkimball.com%2F
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57 

Investigating Wonder

In clarity the wonder exists, with spiritual energy shining on its own. 
It cannot be grasped and so cannot be called being. It cannot be 

rubbed away and so cannot be called nonbeing. Beyond the mind of 
deliberation and discussion, depart from the remains of the shadowy 
images. Emptying [one’s self of] self-existence is wonderous. This won-
der is embodied with a spirit that can be reenacted. The moon mind 
with its cloud body is revealed straightforwardly in every direction 
without resorting to signs or symbols. Radiating light everywhere, it 
responds appropriately to beings and enters the sense-dusts without 
confusion. Overcoming every obstruction, it shines through every 
empty dharma. Leaving discriminating conditioning, enter clean, clear 
wisdom and romp and play in samadhi. What could be wrong? This is 
how one must genuinely investigate the essence. 

From Cultivating The Empty Field by Hongzhi Zhengju, trans. Daniel Taigen Leighton. 
Copyright © 1991. Used with permission of  Tuttle Publishing.

from Cultivating the Empty Field
by honghzhI zhengJue
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What Hangs on Trees
            by glenIs redmond



 

I am simultaneously enchanted and haunted 
by trees.

As a child, I was a tomboyish tree-climb-
ing tree lover—a daydreamer held in mahogany 
arms. If I went missing, my family knew where 
to find me: perched on a branch, peering up 
into the sky or speculating about the world 
below. Then, I did not know the word sacred, 
but I sensed the meaning, especially sheltered 
from the world by a dome of emerald leaves. It 
was the one place where I felt the most whole. I 
experienced an inexplicable kinship with trees, 
which is probably why I developed an insatiable 
curiosity to learn their names: maple, pine, 
birch, willow...Live oaks were my trees of choice.

At that time, there was no way for me to 
grasp the shadow side, to investigate the tangled 
depths of my psyche in regard to trees, especially 
those gnarled live oaks. My dual consciousness 
was related to the land, especially land below 
the Mason-Dixon line. But I didn’t realize just 
how severe the dichotomy was until graduate 
school, when I was asked to write a pastoral 
poem, a poem that regales the bucolic aspects 
of nature. When I attempted to write the poem, 
I hit a wall, a psychological and historical one. 
It wasn’t until my last semester, when I studied 
a poem from Lucille Clifton’s book Mercy that 
I began to understand why the pastoral poem 
was causing me so much deep-seated angst. 
Clifton’s untitled poem begins:

surely I am able to write poems
celebrating grass
She ends:
but whenever i begin
“the trees wave their knotted branches
and . . .” why
is there under that poem always
an other poem?

Brian Garrett
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A master of compression, in eleven terse lines 
Lucille Clifton evokes the horror of the Middle 
Passage and of lynching. She does so without 
ever mentioning these words, preferring to let 
her images provoke. The speaker in the poem 
grapples, too, with the pursuit of writing the 
pastoral poem. Clifton subverts the canon and 
the mainstream as she looks through the eyes of 
the oppressed, which includes herself.

I readily understood her struggle as my own. 
After studying her poem, I felt liberated person-
ally and poetically, emboldened to embrace and 
investigate how my gaze and walk have been 
shaped by America’s tainted history. I started to 
use the term antipastoral to name the inability 
to focus one’s gaze solely on the positive attri-
butes of nature due to the systemic and routine 
wounding of a people in a particular place. In 
my antipastoral poem “Say Carolina,” I address 
my love-hate relationship with my home state:

Say Carolina

For My Palmetto State
After Rita Dove

Nothin finer than a tea drunk gurl
raised on peaches sugah honey chile & y’all
Nothin finer than her palmetto & crescent moonshine
pinched and dangling on each ear
Nothin finer than her sass
her sweet potato thick waist
spreading from Low Country to Upstate
bible belt cinched and clinched
sportin 47 patches that work
a rice cotton & tobacco shimmy
from sun up to sundown

Carolina’s hot
& cotton’s supposed to let you breathe
but under her honeysuckle & jasmine print skirt
all you feel is the burn of 9000 ebony fires
& Denmark Vesey leading the charge
whispering in quilt-stitch code

for a stolen people to rise up
sharpen their dreams
and fly

Carolina’s a gumbo
sweet grass grace mixed with old money
Look down her cobblestone roads
laced with Spanish moss You feel the worlds
between the worlds Rainbow row colors
blending with auction block songs Part the veils
but don’t get too close to her port waters
even if you know how to swim cause

Carolina’s deep
She’s a complicated Lady
look beyond the magnolias and mint juleps
she all plantation upfront & Middle Passage 
   baggage behind
She’s had a hard time carrying the weight
but Carolina don’t care cause she the bomb
all muskets & cannons when she lifts her skirt
Shoot Carolina will blow your mind
with the twisted & strange fruit
she both bears & wears
Say it again Carolina don’t care
She done acquired the taste,
you can tell how she walks & talks
she likes how it hangs

My AnceStoRS enteRed AMeRicA through the 
Port of Charleston both chained and shackled, 
as did forty thousand other slaves. Over the 
generations, my family’s poverty-ridden journey 
took them from slaves and sharecroppers up 
into America’s working middle class. Both of 
my parents, Johnny and Jeanette Redmond, 
were born in 1936 and raised under the harsh 
wings of South Carolina’s Jim Crow. They came 
from sharecropping families, and their relation-
ship with the land was strained at best.

My father joined the air force at age eighteen 
to escape the land, poverty, and racism. His 
exact words were, “I needed to leave the South 
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because if one more person called me boy, I 
would kill them.” My mom said, “When I left 
the South, I brushed the dust off my shoulders.”

My parents’ military trek and their stance 
on the South left impressions on me that I am 
still discovering. They were not all negative: I 
learned to mix and mingle with people of all 
faiths, creeds, races, and religions. But I knew 
little about my extended family and roots in 
South Carolina.

I was twelve when we returned to South 
Carolina in the mid-’70s. Having moved from 
Aviano, Italy, I suffered extreme culture shock. 
It felt as if the civil rights movement had never 
happened. The air force bases that I had grown 
up on were not devoid of racism, but they were 
light-years ahead of civilian society, especially in 
Piedmont, South Carolina. My re-entry to the 
South made me a curious southerner, an insid-
er-outsider, which drove me to ask questions 
about race and how it played out in school, 
church, and other social venues.

Although the last recorded lynching in South 
Carolina—that of Willie Earle—took place in 
1947, it still felt close to the surface. Earle, a 
black man, was being detained in Greenville, 
South Carolina, having been accused of the 
stabbing and robbery of a white cabdriver. 
Twenty-six white men dragged Willie Earle 
from jail and took him to Saluda Dam near 
Bramlett Road. Though he professed inno-
cence, he was silenced with a shot to the head. 
All twenty-six men were found not guilty; no 
blacks were allowed to serve on the jury. The 
ramifications of this unjust history still echo in 
South Carolina and throughout the South. In 
“Nature Lesson” I conflate Willie Earle’s lynch-
ing with the many that came before, often in the 
form of hangings:

Nature Lesson

1947.
At age eleven
my mama learned
how a rope turns
into more than a rope
looped around a branch
where a tree becomes
more than a tree
where memory twists
around more than the mind
like Willie Earle’s life
and my mama’s young heart
In Greenville, South Carolina
mama sees how memory hangs
on
each
and
every
tree

i SuRMiSe My pARentS dealt with these heinous 
acts by disassociating in order to cope. By 
enlisting, my father relocated us geographically 
and emotionally—a conscious act that created 
distance from his and my mother’s childhood 
pain. Eighteen years of living in the South 
had impacted their psyches. They averted their 
gazes literally and metaphorically and shut their 
mouths about what they had witnessed growing 
up.

My parents silenced themselves in their need 
to move on and forget. They also had a strong 
desire and sense of duty to shield their children 
from the hate they had experienced. Yet that 
self-silencing helped to create an incredible 
weight and an unanswerable void in me. Their 
youngest daughter, I sensed and shouldered 
their unvoiced pain.

When I returned to creating a pastoral poem, 
it always came back to this pain, which was 



62

both personal and part of the greater, collec-
tive African-American plight. In Post Traumatic 
Slave Syndrome, the first widely acclaimed book 
to wholly examine the long-lasting impact of 
slavery on its heirs, Dr. Joy Degruy argues that 
America has yet to fully acknowledge this gen-
erational legacy. In a 2006 interview, Degruy 
asserts, “I don’t believe in making people feel 
‘guilty.’ We have to recognize that remnants of 
racist oppression continue to impact people in 
this country.”

The legacy of lynching is woven into the 
fabric of America. Used as a tool of fear and a 
widespread form of control after blacks gained 
freedom from slavery, it has cast its long shadow 
across the country. Trees, though benign in 
themselves, stand at the center of this history, 
and they bear that imprint.

in the Mid-70S my brother Willie and his white 
friend were out late at night driving around in 
our neighborhood, doing what teenage boys do. 
They ran into a KKK member burning a cross 
and confronted him. Yelled, “Hey, what are 
you doing?” The next day, my brother relayed 
the story to our family; a pre-teen, I just sat 
and listened. We went on with our lives as if 
nothing had happened, but I was gripped with 
this image, surreal as it was to me. It was the 
mid ’70s after all. On my way to school the 
next morning, I saw the cross smoldering at the 
entrance of our subdivision. The Klan member 
had returned and completed his mission. This 
is where I am from.

I carry this image in my psyche. My memory 
is long. Our memory is long.

My mother, when sending us to the store to 
buy mundane items such as bread, ketchup, and 
crackers, often schooled us to obtain a receipt 
and a bag for the purchase— to prove that we 
had not stolen the merchandise. Her warning: 

“I’ve seen black people hung for less than that.” 
My mother was not being cruel; she was actually 
doing the opposite, trying to keep her children 
safe in an unsafe world. We were warned about 
water and the woods in much the same way.

Although as a modern woman I walk in more 
worlds than my parents have walked, and have 
been afforded opportunities my parents were 
not, I have still passed down some of their 
defense codes to my own daughters, wittingly 
and unwittingly:

We Not Care-free

Amber & Celeste daughters
of earth & sky, Do not apologize
for why you don’t dig nature
all the time. You don’t have
to answer for the code unleashed
in your bones: the unnatural tilt of trees
the reflections of a boy named Emmett,
held wide-eyed underwater. You do
not have to jump off cliffs
into swimming holes to hold
God’s green hand. You’ve been schooled:
all around history’s ground is sinking sand.

Of course, I would love to have been that 
nine-year-old girl with an idyllic childhood 
without knowing the shadow side of trees, but 
the knowing is held somewhere in my cellular 
DNA, and in that of my children, too.

I rarely ask my mom about the cruelty she and 
her family encountered as she was growing up, 
because the pain is palpable. If I want to know 
about a painful part of her past, I have to talk to 
her indirectly; only then will she tell me a story. 
Instead of asking her about lynching, I asked if 
she was allowed to play outside as a child. She 
said, “Sure, we were free to wander and play.” 
Then that faraway look came into her eyes, as if 
she were staring into another world. “We played 
outside as children, and when an adult was 
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Slaves and descendants of slaves had to be 
creative and resourceful in order to survive 
treacherous circumstances. These qualities are 
embedded in our legacy of dance and song, in 
spirituals and ring shouts. Such art forms were 
expressions of the soul, meant to empower the 
participants to transcend the daily grind of 
slavery, punishment, and unbearable labor. As a 
writer, I dance the limbo. I am negotiating that 
“tight space.”

Russell calls those who live in the mainstream 
world but who have been brought up in the 
African-American community “the placeless.” 
A foot in each world, they have the burden 
and the privilege of translating our heritage, 
language, and understanding to the dominant 
culture. Former poet laureate Rita Dove calls it 
the “burden of explanation.”

AS An Adult, I am no longer a climber of trees, 
but I am still a tree lover. I like to linger around 
them. I especially love redwoods, baobabs, and 
the banyans that twist and turn. My love is 
complicated: Their trunks suggest a contorted 
human body. I see black-and-white photos of 
black men lynched. I think of the nooses 
around necks; I walk every day with this sense of 
annihilation. Their silenced voices speak to me.

Our genealogies are represented through 
trees, the family tree, and yet I stand in the 
arms of my family tree unable to trace it whole 
because of what was done out of greed and evil. 
I can’t walk on the land and dismiss what hap-
pened on this ground I call home. It will never 
disappear from the landscape. Therefore I’m 
haunted, but still searching to resolve the phan-
tom pangs of my lineage, an urge that always 
compels me back to the base of the tree, to the 
beginning—to stand on the land and see and 
hear what the trees’ memory reveals.

I can’t avert my gaze from the shadow that 

dragged out of their home and hung, the adults 
tried to keep that out of our ears.” I stopped my 
line of questions there.

What I know is that my mother tried to shield 
her children from pain in much the same way 
her parents tried to protect her. But those hang-
ings still found their way into my world; they 
filled my ears, eyes, and heart. Lynching, drag-
ging, and drowning blacks is a historical reality. 
This reality is in the land, whenever I gaze deep 
enough.

i did not undeRStAnd just how haunted I was 
until I visited Charleston, South Carolina, in 
1993, on vacation with my then husband. It was 
more than a vacation: it was an awakening. The 
carriage ride we took on the cobblestone roads 
of Charleston transported me to a time when 
the slave market and auction block were still 
in use. The live oaks laced with Spanish moss 
loomed large and seemed to speak of the memo-
ries that hung on their limbs. These ancient 
trees, along with the Atlantic waters, began to 
tell me the story of the Middle Passage.

It was at this port of entry that my ancestors 
embarked on a life of servitude. I began to 
quake with awareness. The Atlantic holds the 
story of my lineage, fragmented by the Middle 
Passage. Reckoning with the land and all that 
it holds means peering into the shadow side. 
The shadow side permeates everything I do 
and write. It is in something as simple as being 
referred to as a southerner.

In her book Legba’s Crossing: Narratology in 
the African Atlantic, Heather Russell unpacks 
the meaning of a dance created by slaves—the 
limbo, in which one bends one’s back in order 
to shimmy underneath a rope or stick. This 
contortion is metaphor, a representation of the 
physical and mental conditions of slaves held in 
the hull of the ship during the Middle Passage.



 

the lynching tree casts. Trees carry an intoler-
able weight. Poetry is how I try to hold, carry, 
and tend to the load, to embrace both the dark-
ness and the light; it is how I grapple with the 
unbearable. The memory that hangs on trees 
hangs on me: I write to mend.

Genealogy

Mus tek cyear a de root fa heal de tree.
— Gullah proverb

I can only beget
so much — wrestling

with limb break
and early leaf fall.

So, I bend my body
in both work

& prayer. Pull
& dig stories up

by the root.
Plunk them down,

water & turn
green verse

walking between
the worlds.

Glenis Redmond is a Road Warrior Poet steeped in Afro-
Carolininan roots. Her essays and poetry have been widely 
published as well as featured on NPR.

From What Hangs on Trees, originally printed in Orion 
Magazine. Copyright 2012 by Glenis Redmond. 
Reprinted with the permission of the author.

Dako Huang
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A Way of Looking
by stePhanIe kaza
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This morning I rose early to speak 
with a tree that didn’t know it was 
going to die today. The tree was a 

backyard elm that shaded the southwest-
ern corner of my mother’s new house 
in Portland, Oregon. Planted forty years 
ago when the development went in, this 
suburban tree was not part of any frag-
mented forest. It was planted as a hor-
ticultural decoration and visual barrier 
between neigh bors’ yards. With drooping, 
spreading branches, the tree dominated 
the property and acted as guardian for 
the backyard. Its shapely limbs offered a 
modicum of grace to this small section 
of the neighborhood. The tree, how ever, 
had unknowingly overstepped its bounds. 
With vigor and the force of life, the roots 
had begun to press up against the founda-
tion of the house. In addition, the elm 
was a “messy tree,” dropping thousands of 
leaves and small branches each fall, litter-
ing the ground with trouble some debris. 
Human inconvenience and fear of falling 
limbs determined the tree’s fate. 

When I heard the tree was slated for 
removal, I asked my mother to delay the 
felling until I arrived from California. 
Though I felt helpless to stop it, I wanted 
to be present for the deed. For almost a 
week before, the roads had been covered 
with ice and temperatures remained in 
the teens, making tree work too risky. But 
today, with a break in the weather, the 
contractors were ready to take the tree 
down. The warmer air and dripping rain 
had melted most of the snow. In their 
opinion this was hos pitable weather for 
tree felling. They thought they should 
take advantage of the break before the 
next storm hit. 

Ryan Alexander
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This week my family had come together from 
Lon don, St. Louis, and California to celebrate 
Christmas in Oregon, our forested homeland. 
My two youngest broth ers had strong feelings 
for trees, and I thought they might join me in 
this tree event out of arboreal devotion. I had a 
vague idea about holding a family ceremony for 
the tree as an attempt to address the loss togeth-
er. I thought we could serve as witnesses for its 
demise. Would the offer of solidarity make it 
any easier for the tree to die? I didn’t know. 

When my youngest brother was nine and I 
was away at college, the highway department 
laid a new freeway through the deep ravine 
behind our first Oregon home. They cut and 
felled a wide swath of Douglas firs as the price 
of connecting two major highways. My brother 
was very upset about it. He composed songs to 
the trees and wailed his loss on the piano. He 
wrote detailed letters to me chronicling each 
stage of destruction, calling for com pany in his 
anguish. He was having a tree awakening, and 
I was his witness. Each new phase of clearing 
brought another round of sorrow and protest. 
Of all the children in the family, he was the 
only one to have grown up in that neighbor-
hood since birth. He knew every bike and foot 
path through the trees; the woods were his play-
ground and place of escape. He was heartsick 
watching them disappear. 

While he moaned for the Douglas firs, I fret-
ted over five giant sequoias planted in a grove 
at the end of the ravine. Taller than the firs 
and distinctive in their arrange ment, they stood 
out as beacons from several approaching roads. 
Their perfect conical tops were a reference 
point for me, a sign of the home landscape on 
my return from school and other excursions. As 
a child I had often walked under their spread-
ing boughs in search of solitude. Now the road 
flagging tape was laid dangerously close to these 

five prized sequoias. By the time the asphalt was 
poured, two of the trees had died from stress 
and invasion, and I joined my brother in his 
mourning. 

The second youngest of my four brothers 
was in love with the Douglas firs on the edge 
of the ravine. He had built a succession of 
platforms and tree forts in the high branches 
where he would practice his French horn in true 
Wagnerian style. These were his personal retreat 
areas, spare and simple in construction. Safety 
was a minor issue next to his passion for being 
with the trees. Despite one forty-foot fall, he 
couldn’t be kept out of the trees, no matter how 
loud my mother’s protests. For all three of us 
the woods in the ravine were a place to wander 
and to evoke the wilderness in our souls.

Now we were together for the winter holidays 
in my mother’s home, facing the loss of the 
elm. Experts had been consulted, the matter dis-
cussed, a decision made. The tree would come 
down. I stood outside in the gray dawn light and 
gazed at the tree, rain falling gently on my face 
and shoulders. What could I possibly do? I felt 
obliged to mark this tree’s passage from life to 
death; something inside was crying for the tree. 
My brothers stayed inside, leaving me alone 
with my uncertainty. 

it wAS AlMoSt eight a.m.; the tree crew would 
arrive soon. I looked through my suitcase for 
miscellaneous tools of ceremony. What is the 
proper ritual for a tree death? I didn’t know. I 
had never seen one done before. Tree removal 
is something arborists do, a specialty trade like 
being a mortician. Most people don’t pay close 
atten tion to this kind of work. Today I would. 
The sadness was gaining momentum. I thought 
a ceremony might at least deflect my grief 

With three sounds from a small bell, I began. 
I walked slowly around the tree nine times, 
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breathing deeply, calling the tree people to lis-
ten. I knew almost nothing of the tree’s history. 
I had barely begun a conver sation with this tree. 
It felt like giving communion to a total stranger 
before death. Last rites, these were last rites. I lit 
a small candle and offered four sticks of incense 
to the four directions, placing them at the base 
of the tree. The tree was the centerpiece of its 
own altar, the altar of its death. 

The tree workers arrived with their gear—
chain saws, ropes, belts, and harnesses. They 
had heard I wanted to do a ceremony—what 
were they imagining? They pulled on their 
climbing boots and checked the chain saws. 
Only a few minutes remained before the first 
cut. It looked like they were preparing for sur-
gery, only this was not going to be a healing 
operation. My brother used the word murder. 
Yes, why not call it that? It was a premedi tated 
choice to destroy another living being. I chanted 
a dedication under the dripping rain, a request 
for forgive ness for those who plant trees too 
close to homes. I asked for compassion for 
those who are uncertain about how to care for 
tree beings and for those who suffer the conse-
quences of loss of tree friends. I felt unprepared 
with tree prayers. I had never learned anything 
of this sort in Sun day school. 

Three last bells and the short ceremony was 
over. It was a quiet act of intention that did lit-
tle to reverse the fate of the tree. But at least the 
elm did not die alone. I brought the lit candle 
inside to symbolize the life of the tree. We could 
watch it burn down as the tree was dis mantled. 
My nieces and nephews were awake now and 
wanted to know what I was doing. My brother 
thought it better for them not to participate in 
the ceremony. They wouldn’t understand, he 
said. They would ask, “Why are you killing the 
tree?” Children are too young to understand, he 
said. I wondered. Maybe children are the only 

ones who understand. It made sense to them 
that the candle was the tree. 

Chunk by chunk the tree workers handed 
down the limbs of the tree. They worked 
carefully and skillfully, drawing on years of 
experience with tree morphology. Even in the 
rain they placed the branches precisely, never 
hitting the roof or fence during the three-hour 
process. When the last big section of trunk fell 
to the ground, it shook the house with a solemn 
thump. My nephew came running in. “Aunt 
Steph, Aunt Steph, the candle fell over!” The 
children explained the obvious: “Of course,” 
they said, “the candle fell over because the tree 
died.” 

I had thought the ceremony would be a 
family event, but in the end I was alone with 
the tree and the dilemma of death. Maybe 
the candle was the most impor tant piece of 
the story. The children understood the life of 
the tree going out like the candle. They could 
see as well as anyone that the tree was dead. 
I wondered if I would have the courage to be 
honest with them about my feelings. I felt self-
conscious and culturally inadequate. It is not 
common for Americans to consider that trees 
carry spiritual value. I wanted the children to 
see how our choices as human beings affect the 
lives of others, but I didn’t know how to talk 
about it. In my tongue-tied empathy with the 
tree, all I could do was watch and stay with its 
spirit presence. 

As the workers sawed up the corpse into fire-
wood, I held my brother’s baby by the dining 
room window. His eyes never wandered from 
the activity. We were both paying close atten-
tion to what the men were doing. What were 
they doing? A baby has a way of looking that 
makes you look too. “Yes, little baby, here are 
the people and here is the tree. The tree is on 
the ground now, laid flat. The people are taking 
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the tree apart. The tree is dead now. The tree is 
a pile of wood.’’ 

Does a baby understand death, I wondered. 
Or does he sense my concern and helplessness? 
I was grateful for his company in this time of 
watching. There was now a hole in the uni-
verse where the tree used to be. In a few rainy 
hours the architecture of graceful branches and 
arching limbs had been reduced to a foot-high 
stump surrounded by sawdust. 

My mother had consulted an expert and the 
expert told her what to do. It will be better for 
the house, he said. It is something you should 
do. The expert knew some thing about trees 
that she didn’t know, and because of her lack 
of knowledge she felt obliged to defer to other 
voices. But I had wanted to speak with another 
voice, the voice that speaks from relationship 
with trees. Though I did not know what to say 
and my words did not alter the fate of the tree, 
I at least wanted another voice to be heard. I 
wanted to show the children there might be 
more than one way to approach trees. 

Someone planted this backyard elm just 
after World War II, two generations before this 
baby was born. Per haps that person expected 
children to play under its can opy in the warm 
days of summer. I found myself wondering what 
trees would be here for this baby as he grew up. 
It seemed difficult and clumsy to think into the 
future, imagining specific relationships between 
children and trees. Seeds of these relationships 
planted now might mature long after my death. 
I deeply wish the next gener ation a rich and 
considered relationship with trees. But how will 
children learn to care for trees? To be respect-
ful? To pay attention to the old ones? Who will 
encourage them to cultivate depth and integrity 
in relationships with trees? How will they find 
their own voices that speak with trees? 

A baby learns about trees by being around 

others who know about trees. Children learn 
from how they see people act toward trees at 
home, at school, and in the community. What 
are today’s children learning from their elders? 
To look at the record of worldwide tree loss, 
it would seem the primary message is about  
consumption of trees for products. I cannot 
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accept this as adequate. It cuts too forcefully 
into the generative core of life. The children will 
ask later, was this much destruction neces sary? I 
want to have an answer for them. It will not do 
to simply pass on the old ways without question

.

Stephanie Kaza is former Professor of Environmental 
Studies at the University of Vermont, a writer and Zen 
practitioner. She currently lives in Portland, Oregon.

From The Attentive Heart: Conversations with Trees. 
Copyright 1993 by Stephanie Kaza. Published by 
Ballantine Books. Reprinted with permission of the 
author. 

Alexander Lyubavin
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We call it a grain of sand,
but it calls itself neithter grain nor sand.
It does just fine without a name,
whether general, particular,
permanent, passing,
incorrect, or apt.

Our glance, our touch mean nothing to it.
It doesn’t feel itself seen and touched.
And that it fell on the windowsill
is only our experience, not its.
For it, it is no different from falling on anything else 
with no assurance that it has finished falling
or that it is falling still.

The window has a wonderful view of a lake,
but the view doesn’t view itself.
It exists in this world
colorless, shapeless,
soundless, odorless, and painless.

View with a Grain of Sand
by WIslaWa szymborska
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The lake’s floor exists floorlessly,
and its shore exists shorelessly.
Its water feels itself neither wet nor dry
and its waves to themselves are neighter singular nor plural.
They splash deaf to their own noise
on pebbles neither large nor small.

And all this beneath a sky by nature skyless 
in which the sun sets without setting at all
and hides without hiding behind an unminding cloud.
The wind ruffles it, its only reason being 
that it blows.

A second passes.
A second second.
A third.
But they’re three seconds only for us.

Time has passed like a courier with urgent news.
But that’s just our simile.
The character is invented, his haste is make-believe,
his news inhuman.

Reprinted from View with a Grain of Sand, by Wislawa Symborska. Translated from 
Polish by Stanislaw Baranczak and Clare Cananagh. Copyright ©1993
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certain “Max consciousness,” my fear growing 
with each step as I ap proached his territory. 
For many days Max had not been in the yard 
as I passed, but I was becoming increasingly 
tense about the prospect of an encounter. 
As the days went on, I found that my very 
first thought when I awoke in the morning 
centered on Max and my fear of him. I had 
read that His Holiness the Dalai Lama’s very 
first thought upon waking is a prayer of love 
and compassion, dedicating all of the coming 
actions of the day to the benefit of all living 
beings. Starting the day as I was, in fear of 
Max, was beginning to seem pretty ignoble. 

Finally, one morning Max was there. From 
far away I saw him sitting in the twilight. Fear 
rose sharply. I proceeded slowly, with each step 
seeing him as increasingly separate from myself 
and as a tremendous threat: “He’s out there, 
he’s very big, and he’s getting closer.” Finally 
I arrived. Max stood up. I stopped. We looked 
at each other. And then I blurted out the first 
thing that came to mind: “Max, Maxine is my 
middle name. People used to call me Max, too, 
you know!” We looked at each other for a few 
moments more, then Max sat down again, and 
I walked on. 

From that point on I saw that love was a 
choice for me in many different situations. I 
developed a relationship to Max, a feeling of 
connection. He seemed like someone I knew, 
someone who might be in a bad state, who 
might even lose control and actually try to 
hurt me, but someone who was nevertheless a 
friend. I did not at all stop being careful. But 

The thought manifests as the word; 
The word manifests as the deed; 
The deed develops into habit; 
And habit hardens into character. 
So watch the thought and its ways with care
And let it spring from love 
Born out of concern for all beings. 
                      —The Buddha

It is only due to our concepts that we feel 
separate from the world. We are isolated 
by ideas of inadequacy, ideas of danger, 

ideas of loneliness, and ideas of rejection. 
While we may indeed face external difficulties, 
our thoughts can amplify them—or even create 
them, leading us deeper into delusion. If we 
do not want to be enslaved by our thoughts, 
we can choose to transform our minds. In any 
given moment, do I choose to strengthen the 
delusion of separation or the truth of connec-
tion? 

One fall I was teaching at the Insight 
Meditation Society, which is located in a rural 
area. Each morning I would go for a walk very 
early, just as it was getting light. This walk 
took me past the mobile home where Max 
lived. Max was a huge dog—he looked like a 
cross between a Doberman pinscher and a 
mountain lion. I started hearing reports that 
Max had grown agitated and aggressive, snarl-
ing at people and threat ening to attack them. I 
had been experiencing a series of unfortunate 
events that fall, and I thought I might end this 
cycle of difficulty by being torn limb from limb 
by this dog. 

Every day at dawn I would set out with a 

Breaking Open the Loving Heart
by sharon salzberg

Traveller_40
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Max ceased to be a terrible, alien creature, a 
great, hulking beast out there waiting to get 
me. He stopped being the “other.” 

feAR iS the pRiMARy mechanism sustaining 
the concept of the “other,” and reinforcing 
the subsequent loneliness and distance in our 
lives. Ranging from numbness to terror, fear 
constricts our hearts and binds us to false and 
misleading ways of viewing life. The fallacy of 
separate existence cloaks itself in the beguiling 
forms of our identifications: “This is who I 
am,” or “This is all I can ever be.” We identify 

with a fragment of reality rather than with the 
whole. 

A modern astronomical view says that every-
thing in the universe is moving uniformly 
away from everything else in all directions into 
space, so that there is no center point in the 
cosmos at all. We live with no fixed reference 
point. From one perspective, this understand-
ing produces the desolate feeling that there is 
no home. But from another perspective, this 
realization shows us directly that every point 
is home. We are free; we do not need to fix 
on a single center for refuge, for safety. This 

Traveller_40
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is love, this is happiness, where our refuge is 
unbounded, and we are always at home. As the 
Buddha said, “They abide in peace who do not 
abide anywhere.” 

When we identify with the body as a sepa-
rate self, as our only home, we think we must 
control it in order to preserve our sense of who 
we are. But we cannot control sickness or old 
age or death. If we try, we bear the inevitable 
burdens of hopelessness and powerlessness. 
When we conceive ourselves as finite and sepa-
rate, how fearful death becomes! What would 
we fear if we experienced ourselves to be part 
of the whole of nature, moving and changing, 
being born and dying? 

We would then see that our bodies are 
joined with the planet in a continual, rhyth-
mic exchange as matter and energy flow back 
and forth between ourselves and the environ-
ment. This is breathing. With each breath 
we exchange carbon diox ide from within us 
for oxygen outside us. Normally we take this 
process for granted, but this exchange, this 
connection that is going on every moment, is 
actually the experience of being alive. We do 
not live as isolated fragments, completely sepa-
rate, but as parts of a great, dynamic, mutable 
whole. 

Another prevalent concept we suffer under 
is identification with the mind as a separate, 
permanent entity, as our true abiding. With 
this conceptual framework, we can easily say 
to someone or to ourselves, “Well, you are this 
way and you’ll always be this way.” Once I was 
teaching with Joseph Gold stein when someone 
came to see him in great distress. The man 
said, “I just had a terrible experience!” Joseph 
quite naturally said, “Well, tell me what hap-
pened.” The man said, “I was meditating, and 
I felt this tension in my jaw, and realized what 
an uptight person I am, how I have never been 

able to get close to anyone, and how I will be 
alone for the rest of my life.” Trying to help 
him break free of his concep tual overlay and 
return to an awareness of his actual experi ence, 
Joseph pointed out, “You mean you felt some 
tension in your jaw.” The man was plagued by 
his projections. “Yes, I see what an incredibly 
uptight person I am, how I always have been 
and I always will be, how it will never ever 
change and I will never get close to anyone for 
the entire rest of my life.” As you might imag-
ine, Joseph kept repeating, “You mean you felt 
some tension in your jaw.” To my bemusement 
they continued on for some time in this vein, 
until finally Joseph said, “You are having a 
painful experience. Why are you adding an 
immutable, horrible self-image to it?” 

Concepts can rule us in many different ways. 
When we are caught in the concepts of separa-
tion, we suffer distance and alienation. We 
need to defend ourselves at all times because 
the world seems very threatening. When we 
experience a strong idea of separate, immu-
table self and other, it seems as though there 
is constantly a great big “other” out there. To 
bear this danger, we need to hold ourselves 
in tense readiness, waiting for every impact. 
Once, a woman attending a nonresi dential 
metta weekend in New York City was on her 
way back to the retreat site on Saturday morn-
ing when a man ap proached her on the railway 
platform and asked a question about the train 
schedule. Even though she was holding a 
schedule in her hand, her thought was, “He 
looks really weird! I’d better get rid of him.” 
Her initial claim to have no knowledge of the 
trains was belied by her clearly visible schedule. 
She tried a few ploys to have him go away, to 
no avail. Finally, she randomly pointed to 
someone else on the platform and said, “You 
should go ask him.” The stranger looked at 
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her uneasily and said, “Oh no! I couldn’t ask 
him—he looks really weird!” 

of couRSe theRe ARe times when we face 
actual danger, and enmity, and desperation. 
To have metta in these circum stances does 
not mean we are passive, or mindless to our 
needs in the situation. Just as I did with Max, 
we have to know how to take care of ourselves 
and act appropriately when facing different 
conditions. And, just as I learned to do with 
Max, we can learn to do that without the con-
stant fear or aching loneliness that the sense of 
immutable “other” leaves us with. 

The legacy of separation impoverishes the 
spirit. Seeking only to protect ourselves, we 
cannot genuinely connect with others, we can-
not see what needs our love, and we struggle 
with terrible aloneness. In trying to reach 
others from the stance of our isolation, we are 
like weary travelers preparing for a dangerous 
border crossing, cautiously hoping to reach a 
new land and make contact, secretly believing 
it will not be possible. Veering between fitful 
hope and underlying insecu rity, we have no 
peace. Imagine the relief of discovering that 
there is no such border to be crossed! It is 
only through seeing our fundamental connec-
tion with the world that a life of true peace 
becomes possible. 

The ways in which we direct our minds to 
cultivate this seeing are all-important. This 
transformation of mind, releas ing the burden 
of concepts, is not just theoretical. There 
is a path to actualize it. Again and again in 
his teachings, the Bud dha explores love and 
connectedness. Through meditation and the 
brahma-viharas he offers us the possibility to 
radically change our relationship to life. 

When we learn to move beyond mistaken 
concepts and see clearly, we no longer solidify 

reality. We see waves coming and going, aris-
ing and passing. We see that life, composed of 
this mind and body, is in a state of continual, 
constant transformation and flux. There is 
always the possibility of rad ical change. Every 
moment—not just poetically or figura tively, but 
literally—every moment we are dying and being 
reborn, we and all of life. 

Without the rigidity of concepts, the world 
becomes trans parent and illuminated, as 
though lit from within. With this understand-
ing, the interconnectedness of all that lives 
be comes very clear. We see that nothing is 
stagnant and nothing is fully separate, that 
who we are, what we are, is intimately woven 
into the nature of life itself. Out of this sense 
of con nection, love and compassion arise. 

This is a beautiful expression of our unity, 
by Susan Griffin in Woman and Nature:

We say that you cannot divert the river from the riv-
erbed. We say that everything is moving, and we are 
part of this motion, that the soil is moving, that the 
water is moving. We say that the earth draws water 
to her from the clouds. We say the rainfall parts on 
each side of the mountain like the parting of our 
hair, and that the shape of the mountain tells where 
the water has passed. We say this water washes the 
soil from the hillsides, that the rivers carry sediment; 
that rain, when it splashes, carries small particles. 
That the soil itself flows with water and streams 
underground. We say that water is taken up into 
the roots of plants, into stems. That it washes down 
hills into rivers, that these rivers flow to the sea, that 
from the sea and the sunlight, this water rises to 
the sky. This water is carried into clouds and comes 
back as rain, comes back as fog, comes back as dew, 
as wetness in the air. We say everything comes back. 
You can not divert the river from the riverbed. We 
say every act has its consequences. That this place 
has been shaped by the river, and the shape of this 
place tells the river where to go. We say look how the 
water flows from this place and returns as rainfall. 
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Everything returns, we say, and one thing follows 
another. There are limits, we say, on what can be 
done, and everything moves. We are all a part of this 
motion, we say, and the way of the river is sacred, 
and this grove of trees is sacred, and we ourselves, we 
tell you, are sacred. 

Love and concern for all are not things some 
of us are born with and others are not. Rather, 
they are results of what we do with our minds: 
We can choose to transform our minds so that 
they embody love, or we can allow them to 
develop habits and false concepts of separa-
tion. 

the BuddhA SAid, “So watch the thought and 
its ways with care, and let it spring from love 
born out of concern for all beings.” We are 
not urged to make thought spring from love 
born out of concern for all beings. Rather, we 
are advised to let it spring from the love that is 
our true nature. 

If we cannot heal the rupture between our-
selves and the rest of life, created by mistaken 
concepts, we remain lost, uncertain about 
what our lives mean and where we belong.

Chased by concepts of separate self and 
distant other, as though pursued by furious 
enemies, we run until we are lost, hiding in 
whatever places seem to offer us safety. Our 
safest haven, however, may be found neither in 
running nor in hid ing, but in staying still. The 
Taoist philosopher Chuang Tzu told this story: 

There was a man so displeased by the sight of his 
own shadow and so displeased with his own footsteps 
that he determined to get rid of both. The method he 
hit upon was to run away from them. So he got up 
and ran. But every time he put his foot down there 
was another step, while his shadow kept up with 
them without the slightest difficulty. He attributed 
his failure to the fact that he was not running fast 
enough. So he ran faster and faster, without stop-

ping, until he finally dropped dead. He failed to 
realize that if he merely stepped into the shade, his 
shadow would vanish, and if he sat down and stayed 
still, there would be no more footsteps. 

When we make the courageous choice to be 
still, rather than running away, we have the 
chance to establish a relation ship with what is. 
When I actually stopped and looked at Max, I 
found something of myself. 

Being still in meditation reveals the truth 
of our lives. The fact is, we never have been 
separate; we have never been alone or apart, 
neither Max and I, nor any other being and 
myself. Even my worst enemy and myself are 
not wholly separate. 

Relieved of this mistaken duality, we wit-
ness the falling away of the feelings that flow 
from ignorance. Feelings of isolation and fear, 
feelings of fragmentation and alienation drop 
away, because there is nothing any longer to 
sustain them, to nourish them. 

My colleague Sylvia Boorstein was once on 
a plane that developed a problem with the 
hydraulic system. The passen gers were told 
that the plane was turning back to the airport, 
which would take about forty minutes. They 
were instructed in the position to take in an 
emergency landing and were told that their 
shoes would be collected by the flight atten-
dants, and that they should remove pens from 
their pockets and their eyeglasses as well. This 
was obviously serious! Every once in a while 
the announcement would be issued: “We 
will be landing in thirty minutes ... in twenty 
minutes ...” Soon after the very first announce-
ment of trouble, Sylvia began doing metta 
meditation. She began with the thirteen peo-
ple in her immediate family—her husband, her 
children and their spouses, and her grandchil-
dren. “May Collin be happy, may Nathan be 
happy, may Grace be happy ...” She continued 
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much of our engagement with the drama has 
come from mere appearances: the costumes, 
the makeup, the staging, the lighting, and 
actors projecting artificial personae. It is liber-
ating to realize that we are, in effect, “making 
it all up.” We are playing on the stage set, lost 
in the costumes and the lighting. We are creat-

ing bound aries and divisions according to our 
histories, our fears, our needs, and our habits. 
But what is the substance of these boundaries? 
Where can they be found, in truth? 

I have been to Russia several times, begin-
ning in 1988, to teach meditation there. Being 
there is especially poignant for me, since that 
is where my family originally came from. Many 
of the people I spend time with there look very 
familiar, as if they could be my cousins. The 
last time I went, economic conditions were 
terribly difficult. 

One Russian friend said to me, “I don’t 
know what I’ll do when my shoes wear out, 
since I can’t afford to buy new ones.” As he 
described his situation, I felt the shame, the 
fear, and the pain he was expressing as if it 
were my own, as though it were happening 
inside my own family. 

Only later did I think of how many other 
people in the world cannot afford new shoes, 
people I do not feel at all connected to because 
I do not meet them in the ordinary course of 
events. How many children in the world have 
never even had a pair of shoes, let alone a new 
pair? Does someone have to resemble my cous-

on with this group of beloved ones as the plane 
got closer and closer to the airport. “We will be 
landing in fifteen min utes ... in ten minutes 
...” At one point Sylvia thought, “Well, in a 
few minutes either I will be alive or I will be 
dead.” In seeking to reach beyond her immedi-
ate circle, in circumstances that had to include 

the possibility of imminent death, Sylvia found 
that the next logical group she was in spired to 
send metta to was all beings everywhere, with-
out distinction, without exclusion, without 
exception. It made no sense to separate, to 
close off to anyone in what might prove to be 
the end of her life. 

AS we open, we uncoveR the mind’s inher-
ent ability to heal, to grow, to change. Being 
still, we see the power of the mind, which is 
the strength of our own capacity to love and 
connect. Actual love is the true seeing of our 
oneness, our nonseparate ness. As we discover 
this capacity to love, we develop intimacy with 
ourselves and others. We develop the strength 
and com passion to live with integrity and, one 
day, to die with peace.

Our freedom to love arises from discovering 
that we can live without the concept of self and 
other. The joy of this discovery is incomparably 
greater than what many of us have previously 
known, or even imagined—so much so that our 
entire view of life changes. 

Being free from concepts is like going back-
stage in a the ater and suddenly realizing how 

If we cannot heal the rupture between ourselves and the rest of 
life, created by mistaken concepts, we remain lost, uncertain about 
what our lives mean and where we belong.
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ins to be included in my sense of family? 
We mark off the territory of our identifica-

tions, both per sonal and group, as though they 
had intrinsic meaning, whereas it is only like 
drawing lines in space. On an earlier trip to 
the Soviet Union, just as constraints on free-
dom of speech were being lifted, I was shocked 
to stand on street corners and hear representa-

tives of the far right state authori tatively that 
only Jews and blacks could contract AIDS, and 
that it was a conspiracy of the West to delude 
the Russian people to think otherwise. Now, 
in the Soviet Union of that time, dentists 
were often not sterilizing drills because it wore 
out the parts and they could not get replace-
ments. Orthope dic surgeons were encouraging 

Wayne S Grazio
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patients to try to get their own razor blades 
on the black market for the surgical incision, 
since the scalpels were so worn out and were 
no longer being sterilized. I stood on some of 
those street corners and won dered how much 
suffering and death might come about be cause 
of the ignorance and identification being pur-
veyed there. 

The concept of self and other also mani-
fests as persecu tion, war, and oppression. At 
one point during the Vietnam War, General 
William Westmoreland, the commander of 
U.S. forces in Vietnam, made a comment that 
revealed his belief that Asians are not like us; 
this allowed him to wage war on them. They 
do not mind dying, the general said, explain-
ing that Asians do not have the same respect 
for life that we do. We often feel alienated 
from people of other races and cul tures who 
do not look like us, and even from people who 
do look like us. Like pioneers who circled the 
wagons around their encampments to protect 
themselves, we divide the world into “us” and 
“them.” But as life goes on and such boundar-
ies become relics of the past, we do not know, 
finally, whether we belong inside or outside 
the arbitrary circle. 

We can even experience “otherness” from 
ourselves. We can experience our internal 
disconnection as a great, hulking, terrible 
beast inside us, like Max, crouched and ready 
to at tack. As Ajahn Sumedho, an American 
Buddhist monk and meditation teacher, has 
said, “It’s as though we fear there is some kind 
of monster hiding inside us, waiting to come 
up and drive us permanently insane.” 

Indeed, there is a Max within. In fact, there 
is more than one; there are a lot of Maxes in 
our own minds. There is anger, lust, jealousy, 

and greed—the list can go on and on. Can we 
recognize these forces and see them as friends 
who might be in a terrible state and thus need 
our compassion and care? Can we truly love 
ourselves, all aspects of ourselves? Can we give 
this force of love not only to ourselves, but also 
to others? 

Perhaps the most vital transformation we 
undergo when we practice meditation and the 
brahma-viharas is the trans formation in our 
perception of what is possible. Now we are 
no longer bound by previous ideas of limita-
tion: “I’d better not love anymore, because I 
have reached my limit.” I have sat in wonder 
at times in my meditation practice, thinking, 
“Can I actually be feeling this much love?” 

The meditation practices of lovingkindness, 
compassion, sympathetic joy, and equanimity 
help us to find union within ourselves and 
with the world outside. Eventually we see that 
literally there is no inside and outside. The 
one is just one.

Sharon Salzberg is an author and meditation teacher, 
as well as co-founder of the Insight Meditation Society 
and of the Barre Center for Buddhist Studies in Barre, 
Massachusetts. 

From Lovingkindness: The Revolutionary Art of 
Happiness. Copyright 1995 by Sharon Salzberg. 
Reprinted by arrangement with The Permissions 
Company, Inc., on behalf of Shambhala Publications, 
Inc., www.shambhala.com. 
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Udumbara Flower
Udonge

by Jan chozen bays, roshI

Wolfgang Wiggers
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Why would Dogen Zenji devote an 
entire fascicle of the Shobogenzo 
to praising a flower, a flower that 

some people say is mythical and does not 
exist? Others say it does exist, but it only 
blooms every 3,000 years, to herald the arriv-
al of another Buddha, an enlightened being. 

In modern times there are stories and 
photographs from Asia, of thousands of tiny 
white blossoms called udumbara flowers, 
mysteriously appearing on bricks, on build-
ings, on monuments, on grasses, and under 
a nun’s laundry tub. Biologists say, no, these 
are not miraculous apparitions, they are 
simply the ordinary eggs of lacewing insects. 
Botanists counter that the udumbara is a 
ficus, a fig tree, different from ficus religiosa, 
the tree under which the Buddha was awak-
ened. 

 This particular fig tree bears fruit very 
close to the trunk. They also say that it actu-
ally blooms all the time, but the flowers are 
hidden inside the fruit. In the Shobogenzo 
Dogen Zenji puts the udumbara flower in 
the hand of Shakyamuni Buddha, where it 
has the power to produce an enlightened 
being, smashing eyeballs and curving lips 
into a smile. 

Each of these varied descriptions offer 
clues as to what the udumbara flower is. 
Is it non-existent, rare, or common? Does 
it f lower continuously, hidden from our 
eyes, or does it bloom openly, for all to see, 
once in three millennia? These accounts of 
udumbara flowers seem contradictory, but 
in Zen we are intrigued, we are drawn in 
by contradictions and paradoxes. We begin 
to appreciate the weaving of the very fabric 
of our world out of the warp and woof of 
opposites, a world of delusion and enlighten-
ment, of the impermanent and the deathless, 

of sacred and mundane, of the Unity and 
the Diversity. Dogen Zenji is at home in this 
world of apparent opposites. He is a moun-
tain goat at play in the mountain range of 
paradox, happily leaping from peak to peak, 
jumping across huge chasms of apparent con-
tradictions.  

Dogen Zenji uses the udumbara flower to 
speak to us about enlightenment. Holding up 
the flower is holding up the Buddha-mind, he 
declares. He describes the udumbara flower 
in many ways, to help us understand what 
cannot be described in words, what can only 
be experienced directly by each individual for 
themselves. Dogen Zenji is speaking from his 
own experience of deep awakening, of the 
complete resolution of apparent opposites, 
using beautiful and evocative words. Let’s 
investigate some of his words and the truths 
they point to.

Dogen Zenji writes, The World Honored One 
held up an udumbara blossom and...said, ‘I have 
the treasury of the true dharma eye...’ This word 
treasury means that the udumbara flower, the 
flower of enlightenment, is a treasure, an 
inheritance given to everyone, waiting to be 
taken up, owned and used. It is not dimin-
ished by being bestowed upon billions of 
beings. It is an inexhaustible treasure store, 
which will open of itself [to] use as you will. 

We think of money and valuable posses-
sions such as jewelry or cars as treasure. 
However, this is a false kind of treasure. It 
cannot buy happiness, wisdom, or ease of 
mind. Just look at the state of heart and 
mind of those who are considered wealthy, 
successful and honored, movie stars and 
wealthy financiers. 

All Buddhas and their descendants equally 
hold up this flower. This word equally reassures 
us that no matter who we are, rich or poor, 

Wolfgang Wiggers
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pale skinned or gleaming brown, articulate 
or silent, we each hold up the udumbara 
flower fully. Each one of us gets the entire 
bequest, so there is no ground for envy or 
strife. We are each the unique actualization 
of the Buddha Mind-and-Body at this very 
moment, in this very place. 

It has never been lost. That it cannot be lost 
tells us that this flower is clearly visible and 
always present. It is each breath, each heart-
beat, each hair, each eye blink, of every body; 
it is each leaf, stem and root tendril of every 
plant; it is the imperceptible disintegration 
of every mountain into every grain of sand 
beneath our feet. There is no place it does 
not exist, no place outside of it, so where is 
there a place for it to be lost? We also have 
never been lost. It is only when our mind 
grows confused or dark that we lose sight 
of it, like the sun disappearing temporarily 
behind storm clouds. Our practice is “eye 
medicine” to restore correct vision, and 
“mind medicine” to clear the mind ground, 
so that we can see and appreciate the con-
tinuous blooming of the udumbara flower 
for ourselves.

We must hold up the same flower. Dogen 
Zenji admonishes us to practice, to experi-
ence the same holding up of the same flow-
er that Shakyamuni, Mahakasyapa, Dogen 
Zenji, and our own teachers did. However 
this flower is holding up itself. However, this 
flower does not need us to hold it up. It is 
continually held up. Out of this great flower 
everything in the world unfolds, a holy man 
in India, a cypress tree in China, a pebble in 
a cemetery, and you and me. 

It is humans who divide this One Flower 
into five petals, eight stamens, three vehicles, 
twelve schools, three sages and ten saints. It is 
our ordinary mind that divides the world 

into categories, what we like and want more 
of or what we do not like and want to get rid 
of. It is this process of continually dividing, 
clinging and pushing away that obscures our 
pure, clear mind and prevents it from bloom-
ing and providing refreshment to those who 
inhabit a weary world. 

It is beyond the understanding of (even the)... 
bodhisattvas. It is beyond the understanding 
of anyone. Although our minds are it, our 
minds cannot comprehend it, just like one 
cell that is the product of, functions within, 
and is intimate with, the entire body, but can 
never comprehend that body. Each ancestor 
has experienced the udumbara flower nature 
and revealed it in a unique, irreproducible 
way, as each of us are doing now. Because it 
is everywhere, the gate to this blooming is 
always open. It is visible in the falling of pink 
petals, audible in a stone’s strike, palpable 
in the grinding of a mortar, constantly given 
away in the movement of our bodies, con-
stantly received in the touch of our clothing.

Holding up the flower existed before...during 
(and)...after the World Honored One attained 
enlightenment. The f lower’s life is eternal 
and it exists in all times and places at once. 
It exists before the Buddha of our time, 
during his life and forever afterward. At 
first startling to contemplate, this truth 
becomes comforting, because it means that 
our Enlightened Nature has always been, is, 
and always will be available, and thus can be 
experienced by anyone, any time, anywhere. 

Arousing the aspiration for enlightenment and 
receiving initiation, as well as practice, realiza-
tion, and continuation, all stir up the spring wind 
of holding up the flower. The holding up of the 
flower...transcends time.  

The time of our first awareness that 
enlightenment was possible, the time of our 
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first step onto the path of practice, the time 
of our actual enlightenment and the time of 
our further practice all occur simultaneously. 
This means that as soon as we conceive of the 
possibility of enlightenment, we are enlight-
ened. All the rest is “busy work.” However, it 

may take a long time, even lifetimes. This is 
the identity of sudden and gradual enlighten-
ment. 

Shakyamuni conceals himself in the udumbara 
flower and yet reveals himself in the udumbara 
flower. Until we see it for ourselves, it is com-
pletely hidden, in plain sight. When we see 
it, it is seen everywhere. “So obvious,” as my 
late master often exclaimed. When we see it, 
we also exclaim, “So obvious!” and its many 
costumes and disguises never fool us again. 

I was moved by a recent photographic 
exhibit of homeless addicts in New York 
City. Their faces were ravaged. They sup-
ported life by selling scrap metal, drugs, and 
their bodies. Each one was happy that the 
photographer took the effort to take their 
picture and to talk to them. When asked 
what they wanted the people who passed 
them by all day to know about them, one 
said, “I am a good person with a good heart.” 
Another said, “I’m just a person trying to get 
it right. I am caught in the grips but I am try-
ing to get it right.” 

They are actually saying, “I am the 
Udumbara flower.” The Udumbara blooms 
within the scarred face, the broken air con-

ditioner being dragged on a leash down the 
street, the pendulous breasts of the middle 
aged prostitute in the red coat, the cardboard 
shelters that the street cleaners took away. 

The coming and going of birth and death is 
a variety of blossom and their colors. It is like 

the largest organism in the world, an under-
ground fungus that is 2,400 years old and 
covers 3.4 square miles. Walking around 
in the forest, we are unaware of this huge 
existence right under our feet. We only see 
its appearance above ground in the autumn 
when it blooms as a small mushroom here 
and there. Each birth, each death is the 
blooming of the udumbara flower, in its 
infinite variety of shapes and colors. The 
individual lives around us are what we are 
usually aware of, but they are just the visible 
manifestation of a Life of interconnection 
without boundaries. There is always more 
to see. 

All beings love and enjoy it. Our own life is 
the flowering of Life; we should love our life 
and enjoy it. We get one chance to savor each 
bite of food. We get one chance to savor each 
moment of our life. How can we truly taste 
and enjoy it? 

“When Gautama’s eyeball is smashed... 
Smashing an eyeball sounds violent, but 
more violent are the consequences of retain-
ing the intact eyeball that sees “I am here 
looking at you over there.” When we look 
through this eyeball, we can become angry 

 We are each the unique actualization of the Buddha 
Mind-and-Body at this very moment, in this very place. 
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or afraid of people whose skin or hairstyle or 
dress look different from ours. When I look 
at people with dread locks I am grateful to my 
son. Because he was a Rastafarian for a while, 
people who have dreads don’t look strange to 
me. They look like my son. Instead of being 
anxious when I encounter them on a dark 

street, I can smile. And they can smile back. 
On various peoples faces hang Gautama’s 

eyes, but still they beat their breasts with fists in 
empty grieving. When we cannot see with the 
Buddha’s eyes, we are dissatisfied. We seem 
to have enough, but we know that something 
is missing. When suddenly we see through 
the Buddha’s eyes, we see that everything 
is star-bright and blooming perfectly. Grief 
for the world dissolves, our hearts open and 
our lips naturally curve into a smile. His face 
immediately changes and is replaced with the face 
of taking up the flower. 

Our eyeball is immediately smashed... When 
we sit in zazen and “think of non-thinking,” 
the notions of time and space, self and other 
that are intricately embedded in our mind 
are loosened. If we sit long and deep enough, 
they disappear. Then we look at “our” hand 
with wonder, as it raises a spoon, a hoe or 
a flower. When the flower is held up every-
thing, hand—eye—flower, participates in one 
complete activity. At the time of holding 
up there is no difference in time or space 

between the Buddha, Mahakasyapa, Dogen 
Zenji and us. 

At the very moment of taking up the flower, 
all Gautamas, all Mahakasyapas, all sentient 
beings, all of us hold up a single hand and together 
take up the flower. All the ancestors manifest 
here and now, in our activity of sitting on 

the cushion, chanting, bowing and holding 
up our oryoki bowls. Shakyamuni Buddha 
holds up the flower, Dogen Zenji holds up 
the flower, I write and you read. I will smile 
as I write it if you will smile as you read it. 
We should enjoy all these as the activities of 
holding up. 

When you take up ‘I have’ and replace it with 
entrusting, you uphold the treasury of the true 
dharma eye. This is the moment of transmis-
sion, when the “I have” of “my” small body 
and mind drops away. We are catapulted 
into the huge Dharma body and vast Buddha 
mind, which become our permanent refuge. 
We trust, it entrusts. 

Further our entire body becomes the hand hold-
ing up the flower. The activity of our bodies, 
putting on robes, sitting, breathing, walking, 
bowing, chanting, cooking, cleaning, is the 
twirling of the flower, the turning of the 
dharma wheel. This is the way the practice of 
the ancients is held up so that future genera-
tions can recognize and enjoy it. 

The most important thing is...complete and 

Our practice has the ability to reveal the gold within the rich earth 
of our life, and to refine our life into something of benefit to ourselves 
and everyone we encounter. Where can we find this miraculous wind 
of Buddhism? We need only to open our minds to it. 



87

our every breath, by our bows, by our robes as 
we walk in kinhin. This wind stimulates the 
opening of blossoms of all kinds, blossoms 
that will drop off over and over, producing 
fruit that ripens now and continuously for all 
eternity. This is the wind that ripens the life 
of each one of us into sweet fruit that can be 
enjoyed by all. 

The udumbara flower inside of each of 
us calls us to practice, to sit, to chant, to 
translate, to be born, and to die, so that it 
can bloom. Over and over, over and over, 
the udumbara f lower appears and disap-
pears, as the millions of insect eggs hidden 
in the leaves in our gardens, as the millions 
of people on our planet, as the millions 
of fiery suns encircled by planets inhab-
ited by unknown life that are hidden in our 
Universe. The udumbara flower blooms as 
the mysterious shining being that has your 
name. 

Dogen Zenji calls us not just to read about 
the udumbara flower, but to directly realize 
it, to seize the rare and precious opportunity 
to practice, so that we can experience for 
ourselves the unfolding of its creamy petals 
and the subtle scent of its blooming in our 
unique life. The udumbara flower, may all 
beings enjoy and love it!

Jan Chozen Bays, Roshi, is the co-founder of Great 
Vow Zen Monastery in Klatskanie, OR where she is co-
abbot. She teaches internationally and is the author of sev-
eral books, including the recent The Vow-Powered Life.

Originally published in Receiving the Marrow: 
Teachings on Dogen by Soto Zen Women Priests, pub-
lished by Temple Ground Press. Copyright 2012 
Jan Chozen Bays. Reprinted by permission of the 
author.

undivided attention. If you can manifest this 
spirit when you make a prostration in the Buddha 
Hall or practice zazen in the monastery the flower 
of your mind will become more brilliant and the 
things around you will become more beautiful. 
When zazen clears our mind’s eye, everything 
becomes more brilliant and beautiful. When 
we observe this we should realize that this is 
not an extraordinary condition. It is the way 
things actually are. 

When Shakyamuni lost his ordinary vision it 
was like a single branch of a plum tree blooming 
in the snow. Soon after the plum blossoms were 
in full bloom, tiny branches appeared all over. 
Instead of wondering about this people should 
laugh at the spring wind blowing wildly. In our 
monastery garden we encountered a few old 
plum trees. Over decades of neglect they had 
dropped fruit that grew into a dense thicket 
of thorny, vigorous young trees. Thus one 
branch of blossoms became a forest with 
many branches, spreading everywhere. We 
thinned those trees into rows, so they have 
more light and air. When the wind blows, 
plum blossoms fall and you can see the small 
green fruits forming amidst the thorns. 

The opening of peach blossoms is stimulated 
by the spring wind. Here Dogen Zenji talks 
of the openings caused by the spring wind. 
Elsewhere he says, “The wind of Buddhism 
actualizes the gold of the earth and turns its 
long river into sweet cream.” Gold is worth-
less until it is extracted from the earth and 
refined. Even then it is only given worth by 
human interchange. Our practice has the 
ability to reveal the gold within the rich 
earth of our life, and to refine our life into 
something of benefit to ourselves and every-
one we encounter. Where can we find this 
miraculous wind of Buddhism? We need only 
to open our minds to it. It is generated by 

http://www.mountainrecord.org/mountainrecord/spring_2016_earth_body/TrackLink.action?pageName=87&exitLink=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.zendust.org%2Fabout%2Fbios%2Fjan-chozen-bays-roshi
http://www.mountainrecord.org/mountainrecord/spring_2016_earth_body/TrackLink.action?pageName=87&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.olympiazencenter.org%2Ftemple_ground_press


88

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.



89

The Mountains and Rivers Order
news and training

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. 



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 disciplines like 
archery, haiku, painting and tea ceremony. Accessible and relevant to the lives of modern practitioners, 
they challenge us to infuse every aspect of our lives with spiritual practice. The Eight Gates are zazen, 
direct study with a teacher, art practice, body practice, Buddhist study, liturgy, right action, and work 
practice—points of entry that offer ever-deepening ways of studying the self.

LAY AND MONASTIC TRAINING

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



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

JOHN DAIDO LOORI ROSHI (1931-2009) was the founder of Zen Mountain Monastery and the 
Mountains and Rivers Order, and served as the guiding teacher for almost thirty years. Daido 
Roshi was a lineage holder in the Soto school of Zen, and also received Inka (final seal of approv-
al) 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 environment 
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 responsi-
bilities, 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 commu-
nity of residents holds jobs or goes to school. Residential life is guided by the abbot, Shugen Sensei, and 
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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 oppor-
tunities to study and train in the Eight Gates with guest instructors across a range of disciplines. At the 
Monastery, retreatants step into the residents’ cloistered community for a full weekend; at the Temple, 
retreats take place on Saturdays.

SESSHIN AND MEDITATION INTENSIVES

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

RESIDENTIAL TRAINING

The Monastery and the Temple offer different ways 
to engage Zen training full-time. Monastery residents 
join the cloistered community, letting go of other 
worldly responsibilities; Temple residents maintain 
careers, pursue degrees, or engage in other focused 
work while living and training at the center. For more 
information, check our websites at zmm.mro.org and  
zcnyc.mro.org.

http://www.mountainrecord.org/mountainrecord/spring_2016_earth_body/TrackLink.action?pageName=93&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fzmm.mro.org
http://www.mountainrecord.org/mountainrecord/spring_2016_earth_body/TrackLink.action?pageName=93&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fzcnyc.mro.org


TEACHING IN THE TEN DIRECTIONS

In April, Shugen Sensei participated in the Woodstock-area Earth Day celebrations at St. Gregory’s 
Church with the Interfaith Council, and led the Ango Intensive at the Monastery (see related article). 
During the month he traveled to Yale University to meet with the Zen Buddhist student practice 
group run by two sangha members who are enrolled there. He visited the Ulster Correctional Facility 
with several senior students to lead a presentation on Buddhism for chaplains and administrators. 
In May Sensei participated in a panel discussion with Religions for Peace at the United Nations in 
New York City. Later in the month he traveled to Buffalo to lead a public program over two evenings, 
“Meditation as the Whole of Life,” which included zazen instruction, a presentation and discussion. 
He also offered a one-day zazenkai with the Monastery’s affiliate, the Buffalo Zen Dharma Community. 
This spring, Sensei also began a series of on-line sessions with students of the Order who live far from 
the Monastery to offer support for their practice at home. 

Throughout the spring Hojin Osho has been frequently in residence at the Temple in Brooklyn, 
leading zazenkai and other retreats. Hogen is now coordinating residency training at the Temple and 
teaching in residence several times each month. Zuisei has also offered several workshops this spring 
and continues to help develop affinity groups at the Temple and other programs. 

JUKAI AT THE MONASTERY

On Sunday April 17th four students received the Bodhisattva precepts in a ceremony officiated by 
Shugen Sensei, surrounded by students, friends and family members. Pictured from left to right, 
Christian Kyoji (“compassionate mirror”) Panas, Anna Myojo (“bright morning star”) Shifton, Charla 
Koren (“peacefulness practice”) Malamed, and James Busan (“dancing mountain”) Mannion.

FAREWELL TO TENDO

Long-time monastic resident Will Tendo Leckie will begin his return to lay life at the end of May. We 
wish him good luck with warm appreciation for the many ways he contributed to the caretaking of the 
sangha and the Monastery. His life here enriched our practice together and we will miss him greatly.

http://www.mountainrecord.org/mountainrecord/spring_2016_earth_body/TrackLink.action?pageName=94&exitLink=https%3A%2F%2Fzmm.mro.org%2Fspring2016-jukai%2F
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MERGING OF THE BOARDS - DHARMA COMMUNICATIONS AND ZMM

In a long-considered effort to integrate operations, Dharma Communications and Zen Mountain 
Monastery officially merged the two separate Boards of Directors into one corporate entity. The 
overlap of operations, budgets, staffing and infrastructure made a merger the best decision, agreed 
members of the boards. The unanimous decision was made official at a joint Board meeting in 
May.

PRACTICING MEMBERSHIP IN THE MRO

Now those who would like to make a commitment to the MRO sangha without entering into for-
mal training as a student can become “Practicing Members.” For an annual donation of $120 (or 
$10 a month) Practicing Members receive a complimentary subscription to the Mountain Record 
and a 10% discount on Monastery retreats while helping to support the Monastery, the abbot and 
the monastics. This is distinct from “Training Students” who make a commitment to participate 
in two sesshins and one ango each year.

The Practicing Member option is available to anyone who practices at the Monastery or the 
Temple, and may also be of interest to Training Students who no longer wish to fulfill their stu-
dent commitments but would like to way to express their connection the Order. It is not intended 
for those training as students who can no longer participate in the more rigorous zazen intensives 
due to ill health or aging bodies, or for those who are unable to come to the Monastery for a 
specific period of time, but who wish to maintain their student commitments and resume them 
in the near future. In these cases, just be in touch with the Training Office and ask for what you 
need. It is absolutely possible to shift your training at the Monastery into gentler and more flex-
ible forms and we also appreciate that everyone’s training has natural periods of ebb and flow. 

If you have questions about Practicing Member, Training Student, or other related matters, 
please call or email the Training Office. Those who would like to become a Practicing Members 
can simply give us a call at 845 688-2228. 
      



BUDDHA’S BIRTHDAY CELEBRATION

In May the Monastery held a special Sunday service to honor the birth of the historical 
Shakyamuni Buddha with the sangha, especially children, invited to make offerings in the zendo. 
Later the Zen Kids, Tweens and Teens presented a fine performance of The Kind Prince, a shadow 
play created especially for the occasion with the help parents and Monastery residents over the 
past few months. For more pictures and video, visit www.zmm.mro.org/about/news/. 

ORCHARD PLANTINGS & NEW GREENHOUSE

With winter plantings nourishing and aerating the orchard field in Han Shan meadow, an expand-
ed array of new fruit tree plantings were placed in their new home this spring. Six plum trees, one 
apple, three pear trees and four cherry bushes have been planted in a deer-proof enclosure. The 
development of a fruit orchard is one element of the self-sufficiency land use being developed 
at the Monastery, which includes a vegetable and flower garden, a new year-round greenhouse, 
expanded honeybee hives, as well as plantings for natural dyes and herbs. 

HEMERA FOUNDATION SUPPORT FOR MONASTERY RETREATS 
In 2014 the Monastery began a unique partnership with the Hemera Foundation. By awarding 
Contemplative Fellowships for artists and educators, Hemera Foundation has made it possible 
for dozens of people to come through the Monastery gates and participate in retreats and residen-
cies at the Monastery. In 2016 a new fellowship for health care professionals was added.  Since 
the program began, many have received supplemental support to attend retreats and residencies.

http://www.mountainrecord.org/mountainrecord/spring_2016_earth_body/TrackLink.action?pageName=96&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.zmm.mro.org%2Fabout%2Fnews%2F


NEW MRO STUDENTS

In March, Paul Burns and Craig Webster, and in May, Elise Lark and Tess Edmonds, all 
passed through the five barrier gates to become formal MRO students. 

APPRECIATION

The Monastery would like to thank John Caruso, MRO and Rick Shinsui Bowles, MRO for 
the delicious baked goods, to Judith Schutzman, MRO for the food processor, Achong Chen, 
MRO and Steve Miron, MRO for various kitchen donations, and to the anoymous donor 
who gifted the new pressure cooker. Many thanks to those who continue to donate used 
Mountain Records and other books to the NBPS. 

Dharma Communications appreciates graphics training provided by Michael Link, and 
the transcribing work of Carolyn Kamei McCarthy, MRO. Gratitude to Joe Kenshu Mieloch 
for the new audio equipment for the Temple and for his help adjusting the Sangha House 
audio system. Thanks to Craig Webster, MRO, for the donation of the label making device 
and our continued appreciation to all those bodhisattvas who donate their time to helping 
with the caretaking, cooking and office work at the Temple.

COMINGS & GOINGS AT THE MONASTERY

In residence for the three-month spring ango at the Monastery are Ben Bertino of Roselle, 
NJ, and Shannon Shinko Hayes, MRO, from Brooklyn, NY. From March through May 
month-long residents included Keith Kusei Barkett of Canaan, NH, Jay Ekis, of Montpellier, 
VT, Katrina Goli of Montgomery Village, MD and Carol Mousseau of Victoria, BC, all for 
one month. In March Genjo Gebauer, MRO of Chesterfield, NH was in residency for one 
week, in April Nicholas Perry and Valentina Homem for two weeks and Jinshin Dragotta, 
MRO of Doylestown, PA for three weeks of residency. In May for a week of residency were 
Ann Danoff of Philadelphia, PA, Sabrina Worth of Forest Hills, NY and Samson Zhilyaev 
of Blacksburgh, VA, and for the month of May, Carol Mousseau of Victoria, BC and Taylor 
Landesman of Brooklyn, NY.  Also in May we said goodby to Bruce Hoshu Norris, MRO 
completing two years of residency, and James Busan Mannion, MRO completing three years.

COMINGS & GOINGS AT THE TEMPLE

In March, Daniel Latorre, MRO completed two months of residency, Jessica Ludwig, MRO 
completed three, Todd Fubai Cowery, MRO, completed nine months of residential train-
ing, Gregory Rosen completed three weeks and Ian Falcon began a year-long residency. In 
April, William Lee, MRO began a three month residency and in May, Shon Arieh-Lerer, Jill 
Mijanovic and Nicholas Gentile joined us for the monthof residential training.



ANGO INTENSIVE—BEING BORN AS THE EARTH

In early April more than 60 sangha members gathered at the Monastery to explore the theme 
of this spring ango intensive, Being Born as the Earth. Throughout the three-day weekend, par-
ticipants experienced their connection to the earth through many lenses.  Gathering in the 
performance hall of the Sangha House, Shugen Sensei screened several short films made by 
the Pachamama Alliance and other groups that touch on the same themes being examined this 
spring: What is the state of the Earth at this point?  What is our relationship to it as human 
beings, given that we are now the primary agents of change on the planet in many ways?  And, 
where do we want to go from here?  

After the film in each session, Shugen Sensei engaged the group with reflections and ques-
tions, often referring to Dogen’s fasicle Valley Sounds, Mountain Colors to deepen the dialogue and 
exploration. The lively discussions brought up many facets of the climate crisis and our role in 
it—daunting issues such as social justice, environmental justice, hope and fear, racism, and the 

struggle for empowerment of individu-
als and communities.  

In smaller groups discussions par-
ticipants explored their felt responses 
to the climate crisis in its many forms. 
What, if anything, keeps us from work-
ing on the problems we perceive as 
urgent? What gifts are uniquely ours 
to bring to the struggle?  Meeting in 
smaller groups gave a chance for peo-
ple to share in a more intimate setting 
and allowed everyone the opportunity 
to explore freely and contribute their 
voice.  

http://www.mountainrecord.org/mountainrecord/spring_2016_earth_body/TrackLink.action?pageName=98&exitLink=https%3A%2F%2Fzmm.mro.org%2Fspring2016angointensive%2F
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The intensive also took participants out 
beyond the walls of the buildings, where we 
touched in with the great earth itself by fully 
engaging in art practice. Shugen Sensei and 
Hojin Osho enjoined us to really meet the 
world in all of its unexpected beauty. Shugen 
reminded us that “everything changes when 
you step off the path,” and so we fanned out 
over the foot of Tremper Mountain. People 
were climbing trees, clambering up the stream 
bed to Basho Pond, and sitting deep in the for-
est’s cycle of life and death. On two separate 
art assignments, we contemplated the things 
that we take for granted about the Earth, and 
then the qualities in us that we can offer to the 
world. After these contemplations, we created our art pieces and brought them back for display 
in the main house.  

To cap off the weekend, the retreatants were joined by local sangha members for Sunday ser-
vice and then the traditional ango hike up Tremper Mountain. The weather was quite fine, and 
touches of snow and plenty of water on the mountain made for a beautiful trip up and back.  
Hikers offered a liturgy service at the top, dedicated to these mountains and rivers that sustain 
us, and later met for delectable snacks back at the Monastery. 

The words shared by many participants attested to this intensive as quite a moving experience. 
Looking straight at the state of the earth and the climate crisis takes deep and sustained courage, 
and allowing ourselves to really feel a deep connection to our planet in this time of such chal-
lenge and loss takes even more. To gather as a group and witness both the earth and ourselves is 
a beautiful thing, and the intensive offered a supportive container to do just that. 



EARTH AWARENESS INITIATIVES HAPPENING AT THE MONASTERY

In the spirit of the Green Dragon Earth Initiative started several years ago by Shugen Sensei, both lay 
and residential sangha have been taking a long thoughtful look at the day-to-day details of our relation-
ship to the environment. What is our relationship right now, and how do we want it to evolve?  Where 
are we as a community, a family, an ecosystem, a nation, or a planet, headed to?  

At the Monastery we started gathering ideas and jotting our on-the-ground aspirations on a large 
whiteboard. This public discussion space has been packed full twice with visions and project ideas, 
and is now on round three. Ranging from changes to our recycling and composting streams in the 
restrooms to community actions against the oil and gas pipelines, some ideas manifest quickly while 
others will continue developing long after this three-month period comes to a close. 

In many ways, we’re jumping in with both feet to change our daily lives. The Monastery has sig-
nificantly cut the use of paper napkins by making cloth napkins from re-purposed linens. New signage 
and bins are popping up to remind us to compost or recycle paper products and leave as little as 
possible that will go into landfill. Our new landfill “trash” cans are tiny while our compost ones are 
large! Cutting down on electricity use by using clotheslines and avoiding the dryers has sparked many 
discussions about the procedural details and daily sacrifices necessary for change. Who’s responsible 
for hanging the laundry during meal clean-up? How cold is too cold to air dry towels? Is this really 
making a difference? These actions and questions in learning to live lightly and steward the Earth are 
where our practice of awareness comes to life.  

Part of our reflection on this earth practice is a natural curiosity about where we stand in the bigger 



picture. What is our impact? How do we measure it? How much change can we hope to see from our 
efforts to reduce consumption and waste? We’ll have more information when we do a follow-up to our 
carbon footprint evaluation that was conducted by residents this spring. But for starters, according to 
the calculator we utilized to see just how much CO2 we’re producing, we are well under “the average 
carbon footprint of a typical 35 person household in our zip code.”  This is good news, and hopefully 
an inspiration for those of us here and at home to continue to do more.

In addition to many small changes in routine, the Monastery is also investing in several infrastruc-
ture changes that will help us live more lightly on the planet.  The Sangha House is having an addi-
tional solar array installed on the southeast roof (the portion right above the main entrance), allowing 
us to produce even more of our own electricity.  In the garden, the old hoop-style greenhouse is being 
replaced with a larger, more substantial one that will provide for increased vegetable production and 
a longer growing season.  The two projects became related when we chose to install electric heaters in 
the greenhouse rather than propane as a way of continually reducing the amount of fossil fuels that 
we burn on-site, putting to work our increased solar capacity.  Both projects are new and significant 
steps toward reducing the Monastery’s carbon footprint.  

Taking care of the planet is not just a three-month experiment. As Shugen Sensei has emphasized 
several times during talks and discussions, what is required of us is a fundamental shift in our atti-
tudes toward comfort, and a willingness to change our daily relationship to what we’ve been calling 
“resources.” As one resident aptly reflected, “I now understand the importance of making changes in 
my everyday life as a way of making clear my love and care for the Earth. I see this practice as one of 
creating karma, of reinforcing that habit-energy so that having made choices that fight climate change 
even in seemingly insignificant ways I will be more likely to make choices that have a larger and more 
visible impact. Most importantly, I’m aligning my actions with my intent.”

The overall feeling in this spring Ango is one of enthusiastic inquiry into the impact of our lives, 
from our personal choices all the way up to the human impact on the climate of the planet.  The energy 
is tangible, and the questioning is deep and heartfelt, and will continue shaping and being shaped by 
our practice as sangha of the earth.  
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In the beginning 
there was dancing. 
But before we get 
to that, we need to 
go back even fur-
ther: In the begin-
ning there was the 
Marcellus, a geo-
logic formation of 
black shale that 
dates back to the 
mid-Devonian age 
and undergirds a 

wide swath of mid-Atlantic Appalachian ter-
rain. Shale traps deposits of natural gas deep 
underground and it was this resource that in 
2008 brought energy speculators to the rural 
homestead of Josh Fox. Eight years later, one 
can only wonder if the investors now regret 
having knocked on that particular door. 

While considering the company’s offer to 
lease mining rights beneath his family’s prop-
erty, Fox began an amateur investigation into 
the risks. He was already a theater director and 
fledgling filmmaker at the time, and whatever 
polish he at first lacked as a journalist and cam-
eraman were compensated by great instincts 
and a storyteller’s gift. The resulting docu-
mentary went on to win major festivals awards 
and an Oscar nomination while transforming 

the national conversation on hydraulic frac-
turing (fracking) for natural gas. Gasland, 
and its 2013 sequel Gasland II, exposed a 
deceitful, unregulated industry that had qui-
etly infiltrated communities and public lands 
throughout the US, oftentimes resulting in 
poisoned water sources, methane leaks, and 
large explosions, among other risks. 

The films—and Fox’s front and center per-
sonality within them—helped to propel him 
into iconic status within the anti-fracking 
and larger environmental movements. He 
became a full-time activist, regularly appear-
ing at rallies and legislative events, especially 
in his adopted home state of New York. Fox’s 
latest film, How to Let Go of the World (and 
Love All the Things Climate Can’t Change), 
picks up the thread of his life at this point. 
In his dry, murmur-y style, Fox explains at the 
film’s outset that Governor Cuomo’s 2015 
rejection of fracking in New York was a high 
water mark for the movement, a vindication 
for Fox’s own efforts, and a cause for cel-
ebration—hence we find our host jubilantly 
dancing around his apartment in the film’s 
opening scene. But he knew it wasn’t the 
whole story of climate change, and the more 
he looked at the dire predictions of rising 
sea levels and the effects already being expe-
rienced throughout the web of global causal-
ity, the more he really just wanted to go on 
permanent retreat.

This sentiment—the urge to hide oneself 
in a bubble of safety and the conflict of 
the imperative to stay present in the fray—
informs the remainder of the film. Fox sets 
out on a journey that crisscrosses the globe, 
chronicling the disruption and devastation 

Media Review:
How to Let Go of the World
and Love All the Things Climate 

Can’t Change
 Directed by Josh Fox

Premiering on HBO, June 2016

http://www.mountainrecord.org/mountainrecord/spring_2016_earth_body/TrackLink.action?pageName=102&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.howtoletgomovie.com%2F
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that are harbingers of the wider suffering to 
come. From the hurricane-hammered hous-
ing projects of New York’s post-Sandy outer-
boroughs to oil flooded swamps deep in the 
Amazonian jungle, these are not whistle stops 
for the fainthearted. (He also has provoca-
tive conversations with an impressive cast of 
scientists and activists such as Bill McKibben, 
Van Jones and Lester Brown.) 

At each destination he and his small crew 
encounter accidental activists who are seek-
ing to expose the despoiling occurring at 
their expense. These are people from whom 
intimidated silence is expected by those 
in power. And yet, what we discover with 
Fox’s introduction, is a resourcefulness and 
resiliency of spirit that comes directly out of 
traditional cultures, even while it is informed 
by 21st century realities. They are fully aware 
of their own role in the global struggle 
against greed, indifference and stagnation 
and they are also aware of the media’s role 
in all this. In Ecuador, Fox’s hosts show him 
a fully modern video lab in what looks like a 
thatched hut. In China, an artist risks perse-
cution by highlighting the danger of rampant 
air pollution. In rural Zambia, a tribal leader 
brings solar panels to his district, providing 
green electricity to inhabitants for the first 
time and green jobs for local women.

The dramatic high point of How to Let 
Go is a masterfully coordinated showdown 
between an alliance of Pacific Islanders and 
environmental organizations aiming to block 
a coal tanker from leaving New South Wales, 
Australia. Their tools? Battle cries and hand 
carved canoes. It was doomed to fail from 
the start. That is, if you actually expected 

the ship to stay in port and the fossil fuels 
it bore to stay unburned. (Though no one 
comprehends the meaning of “rising sea 
levels” better than Pacific Islanders, many of 
whom have already seen their ancestral lands 
disappear into the sea.)  Their protest is, in 
fact, a demonstration for themselves and for 
the world that theirs is a culture of life, a 
culture of resiliency. They’re rallying cry, “We 
are not drowning! We are Fighting!” perfectly 
encapsulates the paradox of protest in the 
face of such odds.

Ultimately, Fox is humbled and inspired 
by what he discovers in these far-flung out-
posts of dissent. Even when the water’s ris-
ing, when the corporation/state is wielding 
its clubs, even when the world is on fire, 
some individuals and communities will find 
creative means of opposition. Sometimes it 
doesn’t seem to change much while some-
times gains are made. Either way, it’s an 
expression of humanity at its best and chal-
lenges the rest of us to find such a reserve 
within our own selves. And that’s something 
to dance about.

The film has already made waves through-
out a grassroots, nationwide tour and it will 
soon find a wider audience with a broadcast 
on HBO. Some viewers might be put off by 
the film’s length or the oftentimes handheld 
footage, but these didn’t actually detract 
for me. I identified with Fox’s crisis of con-
science and, frankly, I also am the hero of my 
own epic story (and villain and chorus and 
set decorator) right up until the moments 
where I, too, find ways to let go.  

JL Hokyu Aronson, MRO lives in Phoenicia, NY.
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VERMONT AFFILIATES

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

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

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

BUFFALO AFFILIATE

Ray Eigen Ball, MRO & 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 Cor-
rectional 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  (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 peri-
odic 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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CALLING ALL 
SHUTTERBUGS

Help Mountain Record stay fresh and 
homegrown by  

sharing your photographs. 

Email us at mrlayout@dharma.net to 
share a sample of your work.

Greg Scales
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