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Build a True Sanctuary
Dharma Discourse 

by Geoffrey Shugen Arnold, Sensei

Book of Serenity, Case 4
The World-Honored One Points to the Ground

Introduction

As soon as a single mote of dust arises, the whole earth is contained therein; 
with a single horse and a single lance, the land’s extended. Who is this person 
who can be master in any place and meet the source in everything?

Case

As the World-Honored One was walking with the congregation, he pointed to 
the ground with his finger and said, “This spot is good to build a sanctuary.” 
Indra, Emperor of the gods, took a blade of grass, stuck it in the ground, and said, 
“The sanctuary is built.”
The World-Honored One smiled.
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Verse

The boundless spring on the hundred plants;
Picking up what comes to hand, he uses it knowingly.
The sixteen-foot-tall golden body, a collection of virtuous qualities
Casually leads him by the hand into the red dust;
Able to be master in the dusts,
From outside creation, a guest shows up.
Everywhere life is sufficient in its way—
No matter if one is not as clever as others.

totaledcow
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This spot is good to build a sanctuary. 
Indra takes a blade of grass, sticks it 
in the ground and says, “The sanc-

tuary is built.” I’ve always liked this koan 
because there is something so clear and 
direct about it, something so good, though 
we shouldn’t underestimate its depth.

In the poem, Hongzhi says “Everywhere 
life is sufficient in its way.” As we reflect 
on our world today and take in all the suf-
fering around us, Hongzhi’s comment may 
sound like an expression of being unaware 
or indifferent. After all, how could anyone 
experience the world nowadays as being 
“sufficient”? But actually, what we see 
around us now—the intolerance, conflict, 
shortages of food and water—was true 
in Hongzhi’s time as well. It’s important 
to appreciate that these ancient masters 
lived in a real time and place and con-
fronted great challenges in their societies. 
It was from within those challenging times 
that they practiced and realized the Way. 
Hongzhi’s words, “Life is sufficient in its 
way,” come from a place of enlightenment, 
although ordinary eyes would have per-
ceived the world he lived in as insufficient, 
just as we do today. 

When we see injustice or suffering, we 
reject it. We see it as wrong, as something 
that should not be, and there is truth to 
that. Injustice and suffering should not be 
perpetuated or condoned. Spiritual prac-
tice begins in the moment we no longer 
accept samsara; in other words, when we no 
longer accept our suffering and resolve to 
free ourselves from it. Our life is governed 
by forces we don’t recognize, shaped by 
cycles that are invisible to us. And as long 
as we are blind to them, we will never be 
free of them. Waking up begins within the 

faith that there is another way. But what 
is that way? To begin, we have to accept 
everything that seems unacceptable, inside 
and outside, so that we can meet it on the 
ground of reality. If we don’t accept it, then 
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we can’t meet it, and this distance means 
we cannot encounter it, let alone examine 
and realize it. The Buddha taught that the 
only path that can bring us to liberation 
is in this very moment. This place. This 

awareness. There is no other door. Every 
other door is fantasy. 

In this koan, the Buddha says, “This spot 
is good to build a sanctuary.” A sanctuary is 
defined as “the innermost part of a temple.” 

Adam Cohn

Vic Damoses
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So what does that mean? What is a temple? 
What is the innermost chamber? What 
kind of place offers such refuge? Where do 
we find it? Indra takes up a blade of grass 
and sticks it into the ground, saying, “The 
sanctuary is built.” In the pointer, it says, 
“As soon as a single mote of dust arises, the 
whole earth is contained therein.” A speck 
of dust is tiny; the whole earth is huge. How 
can the earth be contained in a speck of 
dust? When we look with our eyes, when we 
measure and assess with our usual tools, it is 
not possible. Clearly, the Buddha and Indra 
are not measuring, but are seeing things 
with the Dharma eye, the penetrating eye 
of wisdom. Each and every thing is bound-
less, measureless self-nature appearing as 
sound and form. Its form does not restrict 
its vastness; its vastness is in perfect accord 
with its form. We look up and see the sky 
overhead, but how large is this sky?

The verse says, “The boundless spring 
on the hundred plants.” This is the spring 
of enlightenment, the time of liberation, 
the season of no suffering, of no boundaries 
in the mind. Here, everything is alive. But 
what is aliveness? What do we see as hav-
ing life? Many of us might think of life as 
being sacred, yet how do we actually relate 
to, interact with life? Often, not very well. 
Just think of how human beings treat one 
another, how we treat our non-human crea-
tures. So just because we believe something 
is alive does not ensure we will take care of 
it. Now, think about what this means for 
things that we don’t see as alive. If it is not 
alive, then it is dead.  Then what is it to 
us? We live in a world of things, of objects. 
Are they alive or not? When we experience 
something that touches us deeply, that 
moves us, and it comes from something we 

don’t necessarily think of as being alive—a 
stone, a cloud, a stream—what is it that 
is speaking to us? What is hearing this 
within us? Dogen says that between ordi-
nary beings and enlightened beings there 
is a subtle communication—not through 
words and not through conveying meaning. 
Neither is it a secret message. But some-
thing is being communicated. What kind 
of realm is this? Zazen is a doorway into 
this subtle communication, with all things, 
with the entire universe. Yet this kind of 
communication can be heard most deeply 
when things have been liberated of their 
thingness. 

“As soon as a single mote of dust aris-
es, the whole earth is contained.” Here, 
the ‘whole earth’ appears as confused and 
at odds when the mind is cloudy, and 
the cloudiness appears to be in the dust. 
Enlightenment is to illuminate what we 
call dust, and realize each speck of dust is 
clear and bright. Now, within a single mote 
of dust, no dust. Where is the earth to be 
found then? “Because the world is not a 
world,” the Buddha said, “we call it the 
world.” When the self of ‘self and other’ 
have been forgotten – freed of all existence 
and non-existence, then all things are seen 
as they are, radiant, vast and complete.

Hongzhi says,  “With a single horse and 
a single lance the land is extended.” He uses 
an image of his time—horse and lance—to 
convey how large it is, as in extending 
the nation through military conquest. For 
the moment, consider your horse and your 
lance to be your meditation seat. In one 
moment—when time and place can’t be 
found—“the land is extended,” the world 
is realized as limitless. This is the source of 
our compassion, the realization of all things 
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We engage it in a multitude of ways, all to 
realize the nature of this great earth, the 
nature of sanctuary. How is it that Indra 
could take a blade of grass, put it in the 
ground and say, “The sanctuary is built”? 
Did he even need to pluck a blade of grass 
and put it in the ground? He could have 

just stopped, faced the Buddha and said, 
“Built.” 

In the Vimalakirti sutra, Vimalakirti 
speaks about the sickness of dukkha as 
being our “total involvement in a process of 
not seeing clearly from beginningless time.” 
How do we heal ourselves of this sickness? 
Vimalakirti says “Free yourself of egoism 
and possessiveness.” Okay. How do you do 
that?  He says,  “Free yourself from duality.” 
What is that? “It is the absence of involve-
ment with either the internal or the exter-
nal.” Give up your obsessive involvement 
in inside and outside, yes and no, self and 
other, right and wrong. How does this bring 
freedom? Vimalakirti says, “Non-deviation, 
non-fluctuation and non-distraction from 
equanimity.” 

Equanimity is not a contrived state. 
It is definitely not putting on a suit of 
cool. Within deviation, fluctuation and 
distraction, it is not losing your ground. 
Not resorting to obsessive involvement in  

being of ultimate equality.  But before we 
realize this, how can we trust this is true? 
With such distress in our lives and in the 
world, how can we trust that the moral arc 
of the universe, to paraphrase Dr. King, 
is actually inclined towards justice rather 
than toward greed and anger? 

In his fascicle Suchness, Dogen says, 
You should know this. It is thus because we 
are people of suchness. By what means do we 
know that we are people of suchness? We know 
we are people of suchness because we want to 
attain the matter of suchness.  We already have 
the face and eyes of a person of suchness and 
we should not worry about the matter of such-
ness in the present moment. Because this worry 
is itself a matter of suchness, it is not worry.

If peace and harmony weren’t already 
within us, how could we long for them? 
How could we raise bodhicitta, the great 
aspiration for wisdom and compassion for 
every being? We know that this is possible 
because it is our original nature. Nothing 
comes from the outside. 

How do we take care of this great earth 
and every thing? That’s what training is. 
We do it through a whole complex of prac-
tices that are brought to us through a body 
of wisdom teachings handed down across 
hundreds of years by thousands of people. 

Kylen Louanne

When we experience something that touches us  
deeply, that moves us, and it comes from something we 

don’t necessarily think of as being alive—a stone,  
a cloud, a stream—what is it that is speaking to us? 

What is hearing this within us?



internal and external, not resorting to 
self-centeredness and possessiveness. It is 
“within a single mote of dust the whole 
earth arises” and “being a master in any 
place and knowing the source.” Where does 
this equanimity come from? Vimalakirti 
says it is our original self-nature because self 
and liberation are both empty. Neither can 
be established in reality. When one makes 
no distinction in their mind between sick-
ness and emptiness, their sickness is itself 
empty. Even that “sickness as empty” is 
empty. Vimalakirti says these are all verbal 
designations. Just like the Buddha saying, 
“This is a good place to build a sanctuary.”  

And then Vimalakirti says, “Most impor-
tantly, the bodhisattva who is ill with the 
illnesses of the world should recognize that 
sensation is ultimately non-sensation, but 
they should not realize the cessation of 
sensation.” Do not cut yourself off. Do not 
dwell in an idea of “no sensation.” In other 
words, don’t oppose your sentience. Don’t 
oppose anything. Then Vimalakirti says, 

Although both pleasure and pain are aban-
doned when the buddha-qualities are fully 
accomplished, there is then no sacrifice of the 
great compassion for all living beings living 
in the bad migrations. Thus, recognizing in 
their own suffering the infinite sufferings of 
these living beings, the bodhisattva correctly 
contemplates these living beings and resolves to 
work on behalf of their liberation. As for those 
living beings, ultimately, there is nothing to be 
applied and nothing to be removed.

 Nothing is broken. Nothing is flawed. 
Everything is sufficient in its own way. We 
have to see this for ourselves and help all 
beings to see that very truth. This is the 
Bodhisattva Way.

Partha S. Sahana
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Indra takes up a blade of grass. Hongzhi 
speaks of it as the sixteen-foot golden body 
of the Buddha. Life is sufficient in its own 
way. That is the basis of understanding in 
Buddhism: all life fulfills its nature. All 
life deserves respect. All life is sacred. And 
although these are words, they are speaking 
truth. When we live in accord with truth, 
our life affirms that truth. Things work. We 
are free of conflict and suffering. Suffering 
and conflict are always a signal, calling our 
attention to where there is disregard or 
blindness. Hongzhi’s verse says, “To pick up 
what comes to hand and use it knowingly.” 
Compassion and upaya are indivisible; they 
can’t be separated. In Buddhism they are 
essentially one truth. As we cultivate our 
compassion, we need to be cultivating our 
skillfulness, which is challenging. It’s dif-
ficult enough to be skillful with ourselves, 
how much more so as we venture forth and 
mingle with the lives of others. Fortunately, 
we’ve got lots of opportunities to practice 
this. 

How is this blade of grass a refuge, a 
sanctuary? That question comes from the 
perspective that the world is not me, that 
the world is not sacred, that the world is 
not complete and sufficient in its own way. 
But no one has ever been able to show that 
the world is incomplete and separate. Not 
truly. We’ve told lots of stories about that, 
but no one has ever actually proven it true. 
On the other hand, many have realized 
directly the truth of “not two.”

The poem says, “The sixteen-foot gold-
en body of the Buddha, a collection of 
virtues,” and the footnote says, “How are 
you?”  Hongzhi is saying to go beyond you 
and everything else and now ask: How are 
you? Go to that place of profound spiritual 

poverty that “kills the living and brings 
life to the dead.” Discover the truth of the 
sanctuary. Earlier in the koan, when Indra 
sticks a blade of grass in the ground, the 
footnote says, “Repairs will not be easy.” 
Will they be necessary? How do you repair 
what has never been broken? What tools do 
you use where there is nothing outside of 
it? It can’t be bought or sold. And although 
we’re never apart from it, it can’t be pos-
sessed. 

Dogen says, “Enlightenment exceeds 
all worlds. We ourselves are the instru-
ments that exist amidst all of these worlds 
of the ten directions.” We ourselves are 
the instruments. How do we know that 
this fundamental truth exists?  We know 
because it is thus. We know because body 
and mind manifest together and are not 
“me.” They cannot be possessed. 

I’ll end with a poem:

The sacred  mountain—
stand before it and tremble.
Raising and lowering the foot, 
foot and ground meet in perfect accord.
Do you see?
This great turning of the eternal spring, 
is here. 

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.

Book of Serenity is a collection of koans com-
piled during the 12th century and commented 
on by Master Wansong with poems by Master 
Hongzhi.
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we no longer accept the suffering of samsara 
and resolve to free ourselves and all beings, 
sentient and insentient. 

Common themes in this issue include 
many familiar in the context of spiritual 
practice: having courage, trusting what is 
good, and speaking up. Alice Walker writes 
that “what is human is linked, by a daring 
compassion, to what is divine.” Thanissara 
explores this “daring compassion” in the 
Buddha’s teachings as a path of engagement. 
Robin Wall Kimmerer looks at how—just 
as the earth gives to us—reciprocity of gifts 
between people and between people and the 
earth can be the fulcrum of a future economy. 
Paul Hawken draws the comparison between 
the environmental justice movement and 
the abolition of slavery a century before: 
slow to gain momentum but unstoppable 
over time.

To do something good, and deeply trust in 
its momentum, is Earth Medicine. This dar-
ing compassion is the inspiration we receive 
from those who came before us—sincere 
intentions combined with clear thinking 
and connection to community—to heal our 
shared future. We hope this issue of Mountain 
Record will nourish your practice and inspire 
your courage and compassion. Let’s work 
together with what is at hand, using it as the 
spiritual medicine that can ease the suffering 
of our world.

Suzanne Taikyo Gilman
Mountain Record Editor

The news on environmental activ-
ism rarely makes headlines, despite 
some prominent demonstrations and 

the groundswell of change they can lead 
to. Occasionally there are clashes or even 
violence against those who continue work-
ing, courageously, to protect and defend. 
Communities are torn apart, resources are 
depleted, our human greed and destruction 
takes its toll. I feel anger, a familiar despair. 
When facing these feelings of discourage-
ment, or simply not knowing what to do, 
how is it that being on the path and having 
a spiritual practice can sustain us? 

We don’t have the luxury of time to turn 
around the ravages of climate change. My 
pain reminds me of the power of selfless 
activity, of the reliability of the dharma for 
guidance, and the healing of our lives that 
is possible when we face suffering and act 
from our true connection for the benefit of 
all beings. 

This is the spirit of “Earth Medicine,” the 
third in our Earth Awareness trilogy. In this 
issue, we explore how as spiritual practitio-
ners facing climate change and injustice we 
can reach for the right medicine. How can 
we reconstitute our wholeness, soothe our 
wounds, and redouble our intention when 
facing greed, violence, and indifference? 
Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche points to  cultiva-
tion of bodhicitta, the wish to attain enlight-
enment for the sake of all beings. Shugen 
Sensei describes spiritual practice as medi-
cine that begins to take effect the moment 

Editorial: A Daring Compassion
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A Great Love
by Thanissara

Andreas Nadler
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There are many examples of the 
Buddha’s effective and compas-
sionate response within the world, 

which demonstrate that he taught a path 
of engagement, not just retreat. When his 
disciples abandoned a deathly sick monk, 
the Buddha chastised them and personally 
ministered to the monk, cleaning up his 
excrement and sores, exhorting his disciples 
“whoever would tend me, should tend the 
sick.” On another occasion he took time to 
advise the Vajjin tribe on how to adminis-
ter their state and follow observances that 
would help them prosper. He advised the 
political power of the time, the kings and 
princes, on compassionate and fair con-
duct and on how to respond to bandits. He 
taught the paritta chants and advised his 
disciples to recite them, to help bless the 
land and ward off obstructions. He showed 
compassion toward Kisagotami, a woman 
driven mad by grief due to the death of her 
child, by helping her see the universality of 
loss. One of his most extraordinary acts was 
turning around the grotesque and feared 
serial killer, Angulimala, a man who had 
slain ninety-nine people. The Buddha used 
magical power and the power of persuasion 
to subdue his violence. Seeing Angulimala 
had the potential to be awakened, the 
Buddha reconnected him to his inner good-
ness, and then took him on as a disciple.

The Buddha also denounced and chal-
lenged degrading rituals and practices that 
involved brutal animal sacrifices, and laid 
out a training that could be condensed 
into one simple precept: Do no harm. Even 
when the karmic momentum of hatred 
and violence was impossible to stop, the 
Buddha tried to do whatever he could to 
halt war. He tried to stop the massacre of 

his own people, the Sakyans, at the hands 
of the Kosalan king Vidudabha. Twice, 
the Buddha met his advancing armies and 
was able to turn them back, but ultimately 
Vidudabha would not be stopped and so 
he marched on Kapilavatthu and mas-
sacred most of its inhabitants. While the 
Buddha was unable to stop this devastating 
loss of his own people, the important mes-
sage is that he tried. He did whatever he 
could to evolve those around him beyond 
their obsession with purity of birth, status, 
and nationhood. It’s the same old story 
today. The egregious stain of racism against 
those of different skin color, religion, class, 
nation, or whomever we choose to oppress, 
has played out again and again through 
human history. But such views must become 
part of the past, and not of our future.

In these, and many other examples, we 
begin to see a picture emerge of our evo-
lutionary task. Just as those entering the 
Buddhist robes renounce national and class 
identity, we too can do the same, or at least 
hold such identities lightly while seeking 
the betterment of the whole, rather than 
just that of our nationalistic interests. In 
religious and spiritual life, it’s not status, 
power, privilege, or convincing others with 
our views that counts. It is our ability to 
purify our own heart from the taints of arro-
gance, aversion, and covetousness. We will 
not always be successful in averting con-
flict, wars, violence, and the mismanage-
ment of resources, but we should try, and as 
we do, we should practice to maintain inner 
well-being. If in a position to do so, as the 
Buddha did, we should do what we can to 
guide political process and worldly power so 
it acts ethically and in the most beneficent 
way for all.
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From the macro level to more personal 
examples, right action includes taking care 
of the sick and the vulnerable, helping 
to redeem the fallen in our societies, the 
mentally ill and those lost and abandoned. 
The Buddha left strong and clear examples 
of working to reduce suffering for all classes 
of beings, including animals, just as a parent 

would care for their only child. Even when 
we can actively do very little, or even 
nothing, to change a situation, we should 
still extend loving-kindness and blessing 
energy through our prayers, meditations, 
and through the holding of mantras and the 
offering of sacred chants.

I’ve heard people say that climate change 
is “political” and therefore inappropriate 
to bring into Dharma gatherings. While 
many meditation groups and retreats focus 
on the internal development of the path, it 
is important not to use that inner focus to 
justify keeping our head in the sand. Are we 
not training ourselves to meet reality, not 
hide from it?

The very premise of a personal “self” that 
needs liberating is an illusion. There is no 
separate independent self. We are inter-
woven with our surrounding environment 
and the relational field we live within. If 
we pollute the air so much that we can’t 
actually breathe anymore, would that not 
be a concern for us who patiently watch our 

breath on our meditation cushions? Maybe 
that’s facetious, but global warming and its 
underlying causes is not a political issue, it 
is the most all-encompassing and challeng-
ing reality we have ever faced as a human 
species. Politics, for better or worse, is a 
major cog in the wheel of change—there-
fore we need to engage political discourse 

and bring pressure to bear on politicians, 
just as the Buddha did.

Climate change is actually a moral issue 
in that we must maintain a sustainable 
world for our children and their children. 
It is also a social justice issue, as those most 
impacted are predominantly marginalized 
and improvised communities, whom the 
world ignores. In the U.S., approximately 
68 percent of African-Americans live with-
in thirty miles of a coal-fired power plant. 
Communities of color breathe in nearly 40 
percent more polluted air than whites and 
are three times as likely to suffer an asthma 
attack. In light of this, many environ-
mental organizations that tended to focus 
more on the natural environment and wild-
life increasingly acknowledge the impact 
on marginalized communities. Ultimately 
though, global warming is a humane issue. 
Bhikkhu Bodhi said, “Climate change has 
a wider and even more critical impact on 
human life than social and economic issues. 
The destabilization of the climate affects 
the very destiny of humanity; its impact 

Every moment we move beyond “the walls of the mind,” to 
reference the Heart Sutra, we contribute to a tipping point that 

will birth a loved world, rather than one filled with demons. 
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extends even beyond human beings to all 
life on Earth.”

In the Buddha’s teaching on the Four 
Truths, we are exhorted to do something 
about our suffering. In the same way, we 
need to do something in response to collec-
tive suffering. 

While there are a lot of things we can 
“do,” it’s also important to explore the qual-
ity of awareness that informs our “doing.” A 
shift from an oil-based economy to renew-
able energy is going to be a long struggle, so 
we need to pace ourselves and avoid getting 
caught up in overwhelm, defeatism, anger, 
and burnout. For this an inner practice is 
essential. If we are only orientated out-
wardly, toward the injustices of the world, 
we will be continually activated by the 
thousand daily cuts to sanity and humanity. 
When that becomes too much, we collapse 
and shut down.

Resourcing ourselves inwardly, not only 
through meditation and spiritual practice, 
but also through an ability to hone good-
ness, beauty, creativity, art, music, authen-
tic friendship, and humor, is essential for a 
long-term strategy. Buddhism tends not to 
produce martyrs, but aims to optimize skill-
ful strategies that also take into account the 
protection and care of the individual.

The essence of a more aware approach, 
is how do we avoid generating the funda-
mental split of “us” and “them”? All of our 
lifestyles contribute to global warming. We 
both generate climate change and are vic-
timized by it. Author, feminist, and social 
activist bell hooks, who is also a Buddhist 
practitioner, speaks to this in her book 
Writing Beyond Race: Living Theory and 
Practice:

Dualistic thinking, which is at the core of 
dominator thinking, teaches people that there 
is always the oppressed and the oppressor, 
a victim and a victimizer. Hence there is 
always someone to blame. Moving past the 
ideology of blame to a politics of account-
ability is a difficult move to make in a society 
where almost all political organizing, whether 
conservative or radical, has been structured 
around the binary of good guys and bad 
guys. Accountability is a much more com-
plex issue.

Accountability is a more expansive con-
cept because it opens a field of possibility 
wherein we are all compelled to move beyond 
blame to see where our responsibility lies. 
Seeing clearly that we live within a domina-
tor culture of imperialist white supremacist 
capitalist patriarchy, I am compelled to 
locate where my responsibility lies. In some 
circumstances I am more likely to be victim-
ized by an aspect of that system, in other 
circumstances I am in a position to be a 
victimizer. If I only lay claim to those aspects 
of the system where I define myself as the 
oppressed and someone else as my oppres-
sor, then I continually fail to see the larger 
picture. Any effort I might make to challenge 
domination is likely to fail if I am not looking 
accurately at the circumstances that create 
suffering, and thus seeing the larger picture. 

When we create false divisions, we subtly 
contribute to the crisis we are trying to 
avert. The moment we create an “us” and 
“them,” we contribute to the underlying 
divisions that generate climate crisis, which 
ultimately is a crisis of consciousness. We 
are in the midst of a revolution of sorts, 
which is primarily an energy revolution. It 
is clear that we need to shift from fossil fuels 
to renewable energy. However, the deeper 
revolution is a radical shift from dualistic 
consciousness to living the reality of deep 
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interconnectedness. This is where Buddhist 
wisdom can offer a profound context to 
support all other activism initiatives. Every 
moment we move beyond “the walls of the 
mind,” to reference the Heart Sutra, we 
contribute to a tipping point that will birth 
a loved world, rather than one filled with 
demons. This doesn’t mean that we don’t 
hold skillful psychological boundaries, or 
that we accept anyone or anything without 
question, or that we can’t critique and chal-
lenge. It also doesn’t mean that we don’t 
acknowledge historical differences around 
race and gender, which have created oppres-
sive social systems, or that we can’t clearly 
identify the forces that work to undermine 
a sane response to climate change. It does 
mean, however, that while being discerning, 
realistic, resistant and challenging, we also 
attune to the reality of our mutual interde-
pendence.

The reality of a unified field of conscious-
ness is our deeper truth. When we tune 
into this, when we listen to that truth, we 
will move in harmony with the Dharma, 
it will guide us. We will learn to be more 
mindful of our thoughts, investigating how 
they continually generate “me” and “other.” 
Even at that level, we can explore holding 
the sense of our self and the other in a more 
global, loving awareness, so both are held as 
part of a totality. I remember once visiting 
Ram Dass at his island hermitage, where 
during our conversation he reached out 
and stroked the wall, saying, “Even this is 
me, I love this also.” He didn’t mean “me” 
as a self-identity, but how all is within our 
awareness. This perspective, he said, is our 
final frontier. It is the journey from mind 
to heart.

As we develop inclusive awareness, it begins 
to advise the driver of action, which is 
intention. The Buddha said, “Mind is the 
forerunner of things. If one speaks or acts 
with unwholesome mind, suffering follows 
just as the wheel follows the ox that draws 
the cart. Mind is the forerunner of things, if 
one speaks or acts with pure mind, joy fol-
lows just as one’s shadow that never leaves.”

To guide action, it is important to cul-
tivate informed, conscious intention. 
Information is power. Being informed about 
climate change increases clarity, which, 
once we work through our impotence and 
overwhelm, hones a more fearless inten-
tion. The vast majority of scientific evi-
dence makes clear that the necessary “game 
changer” for a sustainable future planet 
has to include a dramatic shift in our car-
bon output. According to environmental 
activist Bill McKibben, and his 350.org 
organization, we have about 565 gigatons of 
“carbon budget” left before we tip over into 
increasingly terrifying territory. Meanwhile, 
the fossil fuel corporations have about 2,795 
gigatons, five times the safe amount, in 
their reserves. “They plan to burn it all,” 
McKibben says, “unless we rise up to stop 
them.” At the projected use of about thirty-
nine gigatons a year, we don’t have many 
years to turn this around to stay below 
the “safer” levels of two degrees Celsius. 
Even at two degrees we can expect horrific 
consequences, but after that, as we go over 
budget and heat increases, we enter a seri-
ous tipping point of three to four degrees, at 
which time New York goes underwater, coral 
reefs completely die, and Italy, Spain, and 
Greece become desert-like. If we rise to over 
five to six degrees, then we’re looking at  

Diana Robinson
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new ideas spread like wildfire. Now Twitter, 
Facebook, crowdsourcing, viral memes, and 
smart phones change public perspective, 
making available, around the globe, previ-
ously hidden information with microsecond 
rapidity. As this happens, we are exposed ro 
news and insights about all sorts of issues; 
dialogue, opinions, and views are debated, 
shared, and sometimes hotly contested. 
We can read and post on issues that touch 
us, and learn about those we are not yet 
aware of. It is a dynamic level of engage-
ment, one that is sometimes raw, unfettered,  

extinction. It is staggering to engage the 
very real possibility that we have set the 
causes, not only for the collapse of our cur-
rent civilization, but also for the collapse 
of a livable biosphere and environment. 
Knowing this adds urgency to our inten-
tionality.

However shocking this is, though, there 
is always room for hope. Things can and 
do change, and sometimes they do so with 
quantum speed. It’s not always clear when 
a tipping point is reached in any social jus-
tice movement, but certainly once it does, 

Diana Robinson



20

sometimes shambolic and wacky, often 
informative, but mostly democratic and 
alive.

As mainstream media outlets become 
increasingly controlled by corporate agen-

das, and so are unable to offer a true and 
unbiased perspective, more people turn to 
the Internet to get an authentic barometer 
to check on our turbulent times. All of this 
amounts to a different kind of emergent 
power: people power. An example is the 
many kinds of uprisings, demonstrations, 
and marches we’ve seen over the last few 
years. It is this kind of grassroots emergence, 
where true democratic power is expressed, 
that will inevitably shape our future.

While we might all be part of the cause of 
catastrophic climate change, we are also 
part of the solution. We are the revolu-
tion. Already we are seeing governments 
responding around the world. Germany 
has set a stunning example and become 
the world’s first major renewable energy 
economy; in 2014, it set a new record, gen-
erating 74 percent of its power needs from 
renewable energy. The Congo and Uganda 
have committed to restoring thirty million 
hectares of damaged forest, and Iceland 
and Costa Rica are committed to being 
entirely fossil-fuel-free economies. Most 
countries are now setting ambitious goals 

that invest in renewables, cap the use of 
fossil fuels, and restore wilderness areas that 
act as carbon sinks, such as forests. At the 
UN Climate Change Summit in September 
2014, which was supported by the People’s 

Climate March in New York, UN Secretary 
General Ban Ki-moon joined the march 
and received commitments from more than 
a hundred countries to undertake climate 
action!

When I attended Al Gore’s Climate 
Reality Leadership training in Johannesburg 
in March 20I4—along with about eight 
hundred delegates from more than sev-
enty countries, speaking more than sixty 
languages—I was encouraged that, as some-
one who has studied the science of climate 
change, Gore was hopeful that humanity 
will overcome this mighty challenge. I too 
am hopeful that we will turn our situa-
tion around. However, it’s not certain. We 
should not be misled by our human hubris 
and assume we will secure our future, that 
in some magical way we deserve to be here 
on this magnificent planet and that it is our 
inborn right to always use her resources. No, 
this is not the case. We have to be humble 
and see we have serious work to do, in 
order to shift our cataclysmic situation. If 
we don’t engage to the extent we can—and 
beyond—then we will have a different cur-
riculum, which is to let go as graciously as 

Intention becomes potent when there is hope, but hope has to be 
tempered by a patience that we’re in it for the long run...I find 
this very helpful, because this kind of perspective takes the angst 

out of activism, allowing us to trust the process itself. 
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possible while helping the planet itself sur-
vive beyond our presence. This will be our 
final act of love.

As we hold hope for positive change, 
it’s important to bear in mind that any 
large-scale shift to a more equitable social, 
economic, and sustainable environmental 
system is a process. Even if large amounts of 
information are shared at quantum speed, 
the actual processing of that information 
and its translation into real change on 
the ground takes time. Since late 1994, I 
have lived and continue to work in rural 
South Africa along with my husband and 
Dharma partner, Kittisaro. During this time 
we helped initiate, fund-raise and support 
a number of response projects to the AIDS 
pandemic, which we were at the heart of, 
living in rural KwaZulu Natal.

We witnessed a sharp learning curve in 
a country that went through ten years of 
government-sanctioned denial and phar-
maceutical lockdown on HIV medications, 
making them hugely expensive and inacces-
sible. As organizations like the ‘Treatment 
Action Campaign’ took these monolithic 
institutions to court, over and over again, 
winning each case, and as NGOs and anti-
apartheid organizations transformed into 
AIDS activist movements, eventually the 
country shifted to supporting proactive and 
affordable treatment. I remember that when 
in the heart of the denial, when crazy theo-
ries, stigma, and fear were rampant; it was 
hard to really imagine things would change. 
Now it’s hard to remember how stuck and 
scary those times were.

So intention becomes potent when there 
is hope, but hope has to be tempered 
by a patience that we’re in it for the 
long run. We need to understand that  

embodying the ideas of today takes time. 
Results don’t always come overnight. Sister 
Abegail Ntleko, who lives near Dharmagiri, 
the meditation center we founded in 
KwaZulu, received an Unsung Hero award 
from His Holiness the Dalai Lama in 2009. 
She told us that he encouraged all those 
present, about ninety heroes from all over 
the world, not to overly focus on results in 
their lifetime—instead we do what we can 
for those who come after. I find this very 
helpful, because this kind of perspective 
takes the angst out of activism, allowing us 
to trust the process itself. Trust is important, 
as we can’t control what is going to happen. 
We don’t know what is going to happen, or 
even if what we do will have any impact. 
Instead, we are learning to move from a dif-
ferent focus. We do what we can to achieve 
optimum results, but do not attach to hav-
ing things go in a particular fashion. In this 
way we maintain the inner freedom needed 
for maximum effect.

Besides realism, urgency, hope, patience, 
and trust, our intentionality has to be 
informed by wisdom. Having lots of infor-
mation doesn’t necessarily translate into 
wisdom. We live in an age in which a 
phenomenal amount of information is com-
municated every day. In contrast, at the 
time of the Buddha, nothing was written 
down. Instead, teachings were remembered 
through recitation, where the focus was on 
the transformation of heart, which initiated 
many into what is called “stream entry”: 
a shift from filtering and interpreting the 
world through the cognitive process, to a 
direct connection with the living Dharma. 
It wasn’t just the information the Buddha 
imparted but “opening the eye of Dharma.” 
Over and over, his transmission radically 
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changed lives. Wisdom can do this. It can 
transform people in a way that facts and 
information can’t.

Finally, the bedrock of intention for skill-
ful action is compassion. Without the spark 
of compassion that motivated the Buddha 
to teach, we would not have the great body 
of work we call Buddhism. Compassion is 

essential because it takes us beyond self-
centeredness, and inspires a range from 
small acts of kindness to fearless heroism in 
the face of the impossible. If we are to save 
ourselves, it is because the force of compas-
sion will take us beyond ourselves in order 
to act on behalf of all.

JC Mcllwaine
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The Buddha demonstrated through his 
insight and action our own potential. We 
can do this. We can realize his awakening 
as our truth too. We can know, in small 
and profound ways, what he understood 
on the  night of his enlightenment: that 
the world isn’t “out there” and there isn’t 
a separate and independent self “in here.” 
“Me”, “you”, “world” is a co-arising dynamic 
of interconnection. Within the web of life, 
every discrete life form is its own center of 
subjectivity, which is feeling, aware, sensi-
tive, and moves, like us, toward the desire 
for fulfillment and wellbeing. Visionary art-
ist Alex Grey uses his paintings to express 
the reality of indivisible consciousness at 
the heart of everything. Some paintings 
have multiple eyes that convey the listening 
awareness everywhere, an awareness that is 
the same as ours.

The contemporary saint Anandamayi Ma 
expresses it like this: “As you love your own 
body, so regard everyone as equal to your 
own body. When the Supreme Experience 
supervenes, everyone’s service is revealed as 
one’s own service. Call it a bird, an insect, 
an animal or a man, call it by any name you 
please, one serves one’s own Self in every 
one of them.”’

Jack Kornfield, a contemporary renowned 
Buddhist teacher, tells this story, which 
gives a very real sense of how a sudden shift 
into a global awareness, beyond the iden-
tification with our personal self, changes 
everything:

My friend Salam, a Palestinian journal-
ist and activist, passed through the gate of 
suffering when brutally beaten in Israeli 
prisons. This kind of suffering happens on 
every side in war. When I first met Salam 
in San Francisco, he was being honored for 

his hospice service. I asked him what brought 
him to this work. “One time I died,” Salam 
told me. Kicked by a guard, he lay on the 
floor of the jail with blood coming out of his 
mouth, and his consciousness floated out of 
his body. Suddenly, he felt so peaceful-a kind 
of bliss-as he saw he wasn’t that body. “I 
was so much more: I was the boot and the 
guard, the goat calling outside the walls of 
the police station. I was all of it,” Salam told 
me. “When I got out of jail, I couldn’t take 
sides anymore. I married a Jewish woman 
and had Jewish-Palestinian children. That is 
my answer.” Salam explains, “Now I sit with 
people who are dying because they are afraid 
and I can hold their hands and reassure them 
that it’s perfectly safe.” 

The experience of extreme intensity can 
initiate profound awakening into the benev-
olent nature of reality. We would not wish 
for great suffering or dangerous situations, 
but when they appear there is opportunity 
and potential. The opportunity is always to 
understand that ultimately love is both the 
highest truth and our deepest nature. At 
this moment of our evolutionary journey, as 
we face the most terrible challenge yet, we 
need to hold faith to this love.

Everything terrible is something that needs our love.
-Rainer Maria Rilke

Thanissara is a teacher at the Insight Meditation 
Society and Spirit Rock Meditation Center. She 
practiced in the Thai Forest Tradition of Ajahn Chah 
for 12 years as a Buddhist nun before returning to 
lay life.

From  Time to Stand Up: An Engaged Buddhist 
Manifesto for Our Earth. Copyright ©2015 by 
Thanissara. Reprinted by permission of North 
Atlantic Books, Berkeley, California. All rights 
reserved.
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This sublime thought is the one path trodden 
by all the Buddhas.
Never leaving this noble path of the thought 
of enlightenment.
With compassion for all beings, recite the six-
syllable mantra.

Having realized the importance of 
faith and of taking refuge, we now 
come to the essence of Mahayana, 

the thought of enlightenment.

The basis of the Mahayana path is the 
thought of enlightenment;

The Thought of Enlightenment
by Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche
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The “thought of enlightenment,” bod-
hichitta in Sanskrit, is the wish to attain 
enlightenment for the sake of all sentient 
beings. Bodhichitta has two aspects, the 
relative and the absolute.  Absolute bod-
hichitta is the recognition of the buddha-
nature inherently present in each being and 
can be grasped only by those who realize the 
void nature of all phenomena; since it is not 
easy to understand fully, we usually begin 
with the practice of relative bodhichitta, 

which is less difficult.
Relative bodhichitta is also divided into 

two: aspiration and application. The first 
is the wish to attain enlightenment for the 
sake of all beings, and the second is putting 
this wish into action through the practice 
of the six paramitas. In other words, aspira-
tion bodhichitta is what identifies the goal, 
and application bodhichitta is the means by 
which the goal is attained. The key point of 
the Mahayana is that both aspiration and 
application are directed not toward oneself 
but toward all sentient beings, for however 
long samsara may last.

How does one start to generate aspiration 
bodhichitta, the feeling of compassion for 
all beings that inspires in us the wish to 
attain enlightenment for their sake? First, 
take Chenrezi as a witness of your determi-
nation to attain realization in order to ben-
efit others (ed. note: Chenrezi is a fully realized 
Buddha embodying compassion as a Bodhisattva; 
Avalokitesvara). Next, try to overcome the 
attitude of only wanting to help those close 
to you while rejecting the needs of people 
you dislike. This becomes possible when 
you realize that, in all your infinite previous 
existences, every being, without exception, 
must have been your mother or father at 
least once. Each one of those beings, down 
to the smallest insect, wants only to be 
happy and not to suffer; but what none of 
them knows is that suffering is caused by 
negative actions and happiness is generated 
by a virtuous mind. When you think about 
all those beings who are sinking hopelessly 
in suffering like blind people lost in a vast 
desert, you cannot help but feel great com-
passion for them all.

To develop this compassion further, imag-
ine yourself in the realms of hell; suddenly, 

Adam Cohn
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before your eyes, your own parents are 
dragged in by the henchmen of Yama, the 
Lord of Death, who savagely beat them, 
slash them with sharp weapons, scald them 
with molten bronze, and crush them beneath 
slabs of red-hot iron. Watching their ter-
rible agony, would you not feel overwhelm-
ing compassion and the irresistible urge to 
rush immediately to their rescue? When this 
strong feeling of compassion arises clearly, 
reflect a little. Your living parents are only 
two out of the vast infinity of living beings. 
Why should the infinite number of other 
beings not deserve your compassion too? 
Realizing that in fact there is no real reason, 
gradually try to extend your compassion, 
first to your closest friends and relatives, 
then to everyone you know, to the whole 
country, the whole earth, and finally to the 
infinite number of sentient beings in the 
three realms of samsara. Only when your 
compassion really reaches this vast extent 
can it be called true compassion.

All sentient beings are the same in wish-
ing to be happy and not to suffer. The great 
difference between oneself and others is 
in numbers—there is only one of me, but 
countless others. So, my happiness and 
my suffering are completely insignificant 
compared to the happiness and suffering of 
infinite other beings. What truly matters is 
whether other beings are happy or suffering. 
This is the basis of bodhichitta. We should 
wish others to be happy rather than our-
selves, and we should especially wish happi-
ness for those whom we perceive as enemies 
and those who treat us badly. Otherwise, 
what is the use of compassion?

To feel compassion for all beings is the 
starting point. You then have to be able 
to translate your wishes and aspirations 

into action. But, as Lord Atisha said, “It is 
the intention that counts.” If your mind is 
always filled with the intention to benefit 
others, then, no matter what your actions 
may look like on the surface, the applica-
tion of bodhichitta will take care of itself. 
If you can maintain this attitude of bodhi-
chitta, not only will you never stray from 
the path, you will also definitely make prog-
ress along it. When your body, speech, and 
mind are completely saturated with the wish 
to help all sentient beings, when your aim 
both for others and for yourself is perfect 
Buddhahood, then even the smallest action, 
a single recitation of the mani or a single 
prostration, will swiftly and surely bring the 
fulfillment of your goal.

The six syllables of the mani, the essence 
of Chenrezi’s being, are the six paramitas in 
the form of mantra. When you recite the 
mantra, the six paramitas spontaneously 
arise and the application of bodhichitta is 
accomplished. (ed. note: the six syllable mani 
is OM MANI PADME HUM, considered in Tibetian 
Buddhism to be the compassionate wisdom of all the 
Buddhas manifest as sound.)

It is said that when those who are afflict-
ed in the prison of samsara generate the 
thought of enlightenment, they are instant-
ly adopted by the Buddhas as their sons 
and daughters, and they are praised by both 
men and gods. The whole of their existence 
takes on a new meaning. This is all due 
to the measureless power of the jewel-like 
bodhichitta. Bodhichitta is the essence of 
the eighty-four thousand sections of the 
Buddha’s teachings, but at the same time 
it is so simple, so easy to understand and 
practice, even for a beginner.

Absolute Bodhichitta is the inseparability 
of voidness and uncontrived compassion. 



27

It is the simplicity of the natural state, 
beyond all concepts and intellectual limita-
tions, out of which spontaneous, objectless 
compassion arises, benefiting all sentient 
beings.

As you make progress in your practice, 
the two aspects of bodhichitta reinforce 
one another. To catch even a glimpse of 
the absolute nature of mind gives you the 
proper perspective to practice relative bod-
hichitta, and, in turn, the practice of rela-
tive bodhichitta broadens your realization 
of absolute bodhichitta.

Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche (1910-1991) was an 
accomplished meditation master, scholar, and poet, 
and a principal holder of the Nyingma lineage.

From The Heart Treasure of the Enlightened 
Ones: The Practice of View, Meditation, and 
Action: A Discourse Virtuous in the Beginning, 
Middle, and End. Copyright ©1991 by Dilgo 
Khyentse, Shechen Publications. Reprinted in 
The Collected Works of Dilgo Khyentse, Volume 
II. Copyright ©2010 by permission of Shambhala 
Publications, Inc. All rights reserved.

Francois Decaillet
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and my honest actions have been turned to bad 
actions and dishonest ideas. My home has been 
disrespected, my children have been cursed and 
ill-treated. My dear ones have been backbitten 
and their virtue questioned. O Man God, I beg 
that this that I ask for my enemies shall come 
to pass:

That the South wind shall scorch their bod-
ies and make them wither…That the North 
wind shall freeze their blood and numb their 
muscles...That the West wind shall blow away 
their life’s breath and will not leave their hair 
grow, and that their fingernails shall fall off and 
their bones shall crumble. That the East wind 

Let me start (but not end) with a curse-
prayer that Zora Neale Hurston, novel-
ist and anthropologist, collected in the 

1920s. And by then it was already old. I have 
often marveled at it. At the precision of its 
anger, the absoluteness of its bitterness. Its 
utter hatred of the enemies it condemns. It is 
a curse-prayer by a person who would readily, 
almost happily, commit suicide, if it meant her 
enemies would also die. Horribly.

To the Man God: O Great One, I have 
been sorely tried by my enemies and have been 
blasphemed and lied against. My good thoughts 

Only Justice Can Stop a Curse
by Alice Walker

Daniel X. O’Neil
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shall make their minds grow dark, their sight 
shall fail and their seed dry up so that they shall 
not multiply.

I ask that their fathers and mothers from 
their furthest generation will not intercede for 
them before the great throne, and the wombs 
of their women shall not bear fruit except for 
strangers, and that they shall become extinct. 
I pray that the children who may come shall be 
weak of mind and paralyzed of limb and that 
they themselves shall curse them in their turn for 
ever turning the breath of life into their bodies. I 
pray that disease and death shall be forever with 
them and that their worldly goods shall not pros-
per, and that their crops shall not multiply and 
that their cows, their sheep, and their hogs and 
all their living beasts shall die of starvation and 
thirst. I pray that their house shall be unroofed 
and that the rain, the thunder and lightning 
shall find the innermost recesses of their home 
and that the foundation shall crumble and the 
floods tear it asunder. I pray that the sun shall 
not shed its rays on them in benevolence, but 
instead it shall beat down on them and burn 
them and destroy them. I pray that the Moon 
shall not give them peace, but instead shall 
deride them and decry them and cause their 
minds to shrivel. I pray that their friends shall 
betray them and cause them loss of power, of 
gold and of silver, and that their enemies shall 
smite them until they beg for mercy which shall 
not be given them. I pray that their tongues shall 
forget how to speak in sweet words, and that it 
shall be paralyzed and that all about them will be 
desolation, pestilence and death. O Man God, 
I ask you for these things because they have 
dragged me in the dust and destroyed my good 
name; broken my heart and caused me to curse 
the day that I was born.

So be it.

I am sure it was a woman who first prayed 
this curse. And I see her—black, yellow, 
brown, or red, “aboriginal” as the Ancient 
are called in South Africa and Australia and 

other lands invaded, expropriated, and occu-
pied by whites. And I think, with astonish-
ment, that the curse-prayer of this colored 
woman—starved, enslaved, humiliated, and 
carelessly trampled to death—over centuries, 
is coming to pass. Indeed, like ancient peoples 
of color the world over, who have tried to tell 
the white man of the destruction that would 
inevitably follow from the uranium mining 
plunder of their sacred lands, this woman—
along with millions and billions of obliterated 
sisters, brothers, and children—seems to have 
put such enormous energy into her hope for 
revenge, that her curse seems close to bring-
ing it about.

In any case, this has been my own problem.

When I have considered the enormity of the 
crimes against humanity of the rich white 
men. Against women. Against every living 
person of color. Against the poor. Against my 
mother and my father. Against me…When I 
consider that at this very moment they have 
taken away education, medicine, housing, 
and food, in Florida the right to vote…That 
prominent commentators say the problems of 
blacks spring from genetic inferiority. When 
I consider that they are a real and present 
threat to my life and the life of my daughter, 
my people, I think—in perfect harmony with 
my sister of long ago: Let the Earth marinate in 
poisons. Let the bombs cover the ground like rain. 
For nothing short of total destruction will ever 
teach them anything.

And it would be good, perhaps, to put an 
end to the species in any case, rather than let 
these wealthy white men continue to subju-
gate it, and continue their lust to dominate, 
exploit, and despoil not just our planet, but 
the rest of the universe, which is their clear 
and stated intention, leaving their arrogance 



30

and litter not just on the moon, but on every-
thing else they can reach.

If we have any true love for the stars, plan-
ets, and the rest of Creation, we must do every-
thing we can to keep men like these away from 
them. They who have appointed themselves 
our representatives to the rest of the universe. 
They who have never met any new creature 
without exploiting, abusing, or destroying it. 
They who say we poor and colored and female 
and elderly blight neighborhoods, while they 
blight worlds.

However, just as the sun shines on the 
godly and the ungodly alike, so does our 
destruction of our environment. And with this 
knowledge it becomes increasingly difficult 
to embrace the thought of extinction purely 
for the assumed satisfaction of—from the 
grave—achieving revenge. Or even of accept-
ing our demise as a planet as a simple and 
just preventive medicine administered to the 
Universe. Life is better than death, I believe, 
if only because it is less boring, and because it 
has fresh peaches in it. In any case, Earth is 
my home—though for centuries white people 
have tried to convince me I have no right to 
exist, except in the dirtiest, darkest corners of 
the globe.

So let me tell you: I intend to protect my 
home. Praying—not a curse—only the hope 
that my courage will not fail my love. But if by 
some miracle, and all our struggle, the Earth is 
spared, only justice to every living thing (and 
everything is alive) will save humankind.

And we are not saved yet.

My activism—cultural, political, spiritual—is 
rooted in my love of nature and my delight in 
human beings. It is when people are at peace, 
content, full, that they are most likely to 
meet my expectation, selfish, no doubt, that 

they be a generous, joyous, even entertain-
ing experience for me. I believe people exist 
to be enjoyed, much as a restful or engag-
ing view might be. As the ocean or drifting 
clouds might be. Or as if they were the human 
equivalent of melons, mangoes, or any other 
kind of attractive, seductive fruit. When I am 
in the presence of other human beings I want 
to revel in their creative and intellectual full-
ness, their uninhibited social warmth. I want 
their precious human radiance to wrap me in 
light. I do not want fear of war or starvation 
or bodily mutilation to steal both my pleasure 
in them and their own birthright. Everything 
I would like other people to be for me, I want 
to be for them.

I have been an activist all my adult life, 
though I have sometimes felt embarrassed to 
call myself one. In the Sixties, many of us were 
plagued by the notion that, given the magni-
tude of the task before us—the dismantling of 
American apartheid—our individual acts were 
puny. There was also the apparent reality that 
the most committed, most directly confronta-
tional people suffered more. The most “revo-
lutionary” often ended up severely beaten, in 
prison, or dead. Shot down in front of their 
children, blown up in cars or in church, run 
over by racist drunks, raped and thrown in 
the river.

In Mississippi, where I lived from 1967 
to 1974, people who challenged the system 
anticipated menace, battery, even murder, 
every day. In this context, I sometimes felt 
ashamed that my contributions at the time 
were not more radical. I taught in two local 
black colleges, I wrote about the Movement, 
and I created tiny history booklets which 
were used to teach the teachers of children 
enrolled in Head Start. And, of course, I was 
interracially married, which was illegal. It was 
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perhaps in Mississippi during those years that 
I understood how the daily news of disaster 
can become, for the spirit, a numbing assault, 
and that one’s own activism, however modest, 

fighting against this tide of death, provides 
at least the possibility of generating a differ-
ent kind of “news.” A “news” that empowers 
rather than defeats.

There is always a moment in any kind of strug-
gle when one feels in full bloom. Vivid. Alive. 
One might be blown to bits in such a moment 
and still be at peace. Martin Luther King, Jr., 
at the mountaintop. Gandhi dying with the 
name of God on his lips. Sojourner Truth 
baring her breasts at a women’s rights conven-
tion in 1851. Harriet Tubman exposing her 
revolver to some of the slaves she had freed, 
who, fearing an unknown freedom, looked 
longingly backward to their captivity, thereby 
endangering the freedom of all. To be such a 
person or to witness anyone at this moment of 
transcendent presence is to know that what is 
human is linked, by a daring compassion, to 
what is divine.

During my years of being close to people 
engaged in changing the world I have seen fear 
turn into courage. Sorrow into joy. Funerals 
into celebrations. Because whatever the con-
sequences, people, standing side by side, have 
expressed who they really are, and that ulti-
mately they believe in the love of the world 
and each other enough to be that—which is the 
foundation of activism.

It has become a common feeling, I believe, 
as we have watched our heroes falling over 
the years, that our own small stone of activ-
ism, which might not seem to measure up to 

the rugged boulders of heroism we have so 
admired, is a paltry offering toward the build-
ing of an edifice of hope. Many who believe 
this choose to withhold their offerings out of 
shame.

This is the tragedy of our world.
For we can do nothing substantial toward 

changing our course on the planet, a destruc-
tive one, without rousing ourselves, individual 
by individual, and bringing our small, imper-
fect stones to the pile.

In this regard, I have a story to tell.
In the mid-Sixties during a voter-registra-

tion campaign in South Georgia, my can-
vassing partner, Beverly, a local black teen-
ager, was arrested on a bogus moving-violation 
charge. This was meant to intimidate her, 
“show her her place,” and terrify her family. 
Those of us who feared for her safety during 
the night held a vigil outside the jail. I remem-
ber the raw vulnerability I felt as the swagger-
ing state troopers—each of them three times 
Beverly’s size, and mine—stomped in and out 
of the building, scowling at us. The feeling 
of solidarity with Beverly and our friends was 
strong, but also the feeling of being alone, as it 
occurred to me that not even my parents knew 
where I was. We were black and very young: 
We knew no one in white America paid the 
slightest attention to the deaths of such as us. 

If by some miracle, and all our struggle, the Earth is spared, 
only justice to every living thing (and everything is alive)  

will save humankind.
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It was partly because of this that we sometimes 
resented the presence of the white people who 
came to stand, and take their chances, with us. 
I was one of those to whom such resentment 
came easily.

I especially resented blond Paul from 
Minnesota, whose Aryan appearance meant, 
when he was not with us, freedom and almost 
worship in the race-obsessed South. I had 
treated him with coolness since the day we 

B.C. Lorio
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a Movement spiritual that sounded strange, 
even comical, on his lips, he calmly took his 
place beside us. Knowing his Nordic presence 
meant a measure of safety for us, and with-
out being asked, he offered it. This remains 
a moment as bright as any I recall from that 
time.

All we own, at least for the short time we 
have it, is our life. With it we write what 
we come to know of the world. I believe the 
Earth is good. That people, untortured by 
circumstance or fate, are also good. I do not 
believe the people of the world are naturally 
my enemies, or that animals, including snakes, 
are, or that Nature is. Whenever I experience 
evil, and it is not, unfortunately, uncommon to 
experience it in these times, my deepest feel-
ing is disappointment. I have learned to accept 
the fact that we risk disappointment, disil-
lusionment, even despair, every time we act. 
Every time we decide to believe the world can 
be better. Every time we decide to trust others 
to be as noble as we think they are. And that 
there might be years during which our grief is 
equal to, or even greater than, our hope. The 
alternative, however, not to act, and therefore 
to miss experiencing other people at their 
best, reaching toward their fullness, has never 
appealed to me.

Only justice can stop a curse.

Alice Walker is an American novelist, short story 
writer, poet, and activist, and winner of the National 
Book Award and the Pulitzer Prize for fiction. 

From The Impossible Will Take a Little While: A 
Citizen’s Guide to Hope in a Time of Fear. This essay 
includes material from In Search of Our Mothers’ 
Gardens (Harcourt, 1983) and from Anything 
We Love Can Be Saved (Random House, 1997). 
Copyright ©1983 by Alice Walker. Used by permis-
sion of Random House, Inc., and Harcourt, Inc.

met. We certainly did not invite him to 
our vigil. And yet, at just the moment I felt 
most downhearted, I heard someone coming 
along the street in our direction, whistling. A 
moment later Paul appeared. Still whistling 
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Orchard Revival
by Linda Shinji Hoffman

Hoffman
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An apple tree was concerned 
about a late frost and losing its gifts 
that would help feed a poor family. 

Can’t the clouds be generous with what falls 
from them? 
Can’t the sun ration itself with precision? 

They can speak, trees, 
they can say the sweetest things

but it takes special ears to hear them,
ears that have listened to people
with great care. 

        —Hafiz

It was mud season when a realtor 
showed me A&M Orchards in Harvard, 
Massachusetts. Winter’s old snow and 

patches of bare ground met my eye. The 
farmhouse needed paint, the outbuildings 
begged for repair, but I was captivated. I was 
leaving a marriage of almost twenty years 
and looking for a new place to live. I’m a 
sculptor, but a friend suggested I look at this 
small farm; she loved the place—for she had 
grown up here.

“Where are the apple trees?” I asked the 
realtor.

He gestured casually across the street. We 
followed an old cart road that bordered the 
orchard, and I gazed down through the rows 
of bare branches. 

“What would you do with the apples?” he 
asked.

“I don’t know. I’d have to learn,” I heard 
myself say.  

“It’s hard to grow apples,” he cautioned.
I could feel a small delight rise in me. 

Pears, cherries, peaches are all delicious; 
but apples are the luminaries of mythology, 
history, art, and even religion. 

Could I grow apples? I wondered. 
I changed the farm’s name to Old Frog 
Pond Farm, after the haiku by the sev-
enteenth-century Japanese poet, Basho. I 
made a new address postcard and sent it 
to friends—a photograph of the pond, and 
floating above it, I added an image of a frog. 
The caption read, Plunging into the unknown.

I’d encountered a similar instruction in 
Zen practice. My first Zen teacher com-
pared the trust we need to cultivate for true 
spiritual practice as similar to a young child 
leaping into her parent’s arms. She trusts 
completely that she will be caught. It’s a 
leaping into life.

It was a grand leap for me to leave my 
marriage and move to the farm when I 
didn’t know anything about farming or 
apples. But we do need to leap, to trust 
the world, and, more importantly, to trust 
ourselves. 

It was the beginning of July when I took 
my first, solitary walk through the orchard 
as the owner of this rundown farm. I held 
in my hands the half sheet of paper the 
prior owners had left with the varieties 
listed by row—Macintosh, Cortland, Red 
Delicious, Golden Delicious, and Blushing 
Golden. The trees all looked the same to 
me.  I couldn’t see any difference between 
the varieties. They were all gnarly tangles 
of wood. Wild sumac and thorny brambles 
grew between them, and poison ivy snaked 
up the old trunks. But more unsettling—
there was no fruit. Only a few rotting apples 
hung from the branches. I picked one with 
bumps of scabby brown. I picked another 
and it leaked golden ooze.  Nothing you 
would even want to touch, and certainly 
not something appealing to eat.  
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I was in the midst of a dying landscape, 
and I didn’t know the first thing about 
being an orchardist. I realized I was looking 
at a perfect metaphor for my life. I knew 
as little about myself, my ability to love, 
as I did about growing apples. The realtor’s 
question, “What are you going to do with 
all the apples?” was a moot point. But I was 
determined to do something.

The books I consulted on apple care 
presented the orchard as a battlefield. The 
prospect of spraying pesticides that seemed 
to require a license was terrifying. Harvard 
is a town with many orchards, and I thought 
if I could find someone to help me get start-
ed, someone who could spray for me, then I 
could do all the rest.

My calls to two of the neighboring 
orchards were discouraging. Each time, the 
person who answered the phone had no 
interest in speaking with me. I finally found 
a voice of sanity in a book, Your Apple 
Orchard, written by A. P. Thomson over 
fifty years ago: 

With the development of chemically synthesized 
pesticides, man had a shotgun that he could use 
to destroy virtually all pests in one blast. But 
these pesticides began to migrate into his food 
chain and destroyed much of the natural bal-
ances, hence creating even more severe prob-
lems affecting the very basis for his own life. 

I couldn’t imagine spraying a toxic pes-
ticide on the wetland creatures that sur-
rounded the orchard. I couldn’t imagine 
going to classes so I could get certified 
to handle toxic chemicals. But when I 
searched for a set of specific instructions 
on how to grow apples organically, it didn’t 
seem to exist. 

Then I met Denis Wagner, who used to 
manage a local orchard. Denis knew about 

the apple pests, but nothing about an organ-
ic approach. He agreed to be my consultant.  
First he showed me how to prune, and he 
assured me that we would have a crop. 

Hoffman
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Denis taught me about the myriad pests and 
diseases that apples get, especially in the 
humid New England climate. I signed up for 
the University of Massachusetts Extension 

Listserve and started receiving weekly bul-
letins about the progression of pests that 
would be appearing in the orchard.
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Denis and I found organic materials we 
could use, and I proceeded to spray sulfur 
before every rainy period and white kaolin 
clay on the young fruit. I had an arsenal 
of organic pesticides and fungicides with 
kindly names like Serenade and Entrust; but 
they still took out all the insects — the pests 
as well as the beneficials.  I was reluctant to 
spray, but then I didn’t want to destroy the 
crop. Everyone assured me that no spray 
equals no apples. Growing apples organi-
cally using only certified organic materials, 
still meant I was on a battlefield. 

That’s when I had a run-in with a large 
caterpillar.  The upper half of a young apple 
tree had no leaves. What could be wrong? 
Then I saw an emerald green, six-inch cat-
erpillar. I had to get this leaf-eating monster 
out of the orchard. Its mouth looked like 
Jabba the Hutt, with folds of flesh hiding a 
rapacious opening. My hand shot up to grab 
this beast. I touched its tender belly with 
my fingertips, then tugged, but its legs clung 
fiercely to the branch. I couldn’t pull it off 
for fear its guts would explode in my hand. 

I went to get loppers to remove the whole 
branch. On the way back to the orchard, I 
stopped at the house to look it up. It was 
easy to identify—a Cecropia caterpillar, 
poised to become the largest silk moth in 
North America. I bookmarked the page and 
returned to the orchard, where I lopped off 
the branch that held the caterpillar and 
took her out of the orchard. 

Then, as I was looking for a place to put 
the branch, regret set in. What if this new 
home wasn’t safe? What if she wasn’t happy 
here? What had I done? I started reading 
about the Cecropia life cycle. It takes a full 
year, from larva to moth. More regret. This 
had been a rare gift. Cecropia became my 

mantra. Don’t respond too quickly. Don’t 
react with fear.  

But the professionals all said that I need-
ed to spray for the battalions of caterpillars, 
leaf miners, codling moths, indeed a very 
long list of pests. I wondered what to do 
each time a warning message came in an 
email. Should I spray the entire orchard? 
And if I didn’t, was I putting the crop at 
risk?  

I felt like everyday I was facing the unknown.  
Of course in spiritual practice we are told to 
embrace the unknown, but actually doing 
it—and knowing that there were indeed 
consequences—was different than reading 
about it. I took educated risks and delayed 
spraying, and I worried. 

When I saw an array of red-humped cat-
erpillars all over a young tree, I worried. But 
then I noticed that in large trees the cater-
pillars weren’t actually a problem. There, 
the tiny larvae grew into thick caterpillars, 
and then the birds picked them off. A few 
bare branches in the canopy of a tree wasn’t 
a problem. So I decided in the young trees 
to simply pick the caterpillars by hand. Yes, 
I killed them, but I didn’t spray the entire 
orchard. 

Then I met a group of holistic apple grow-
ers who taught me about more sustainable 
ways to grow organic fruit. I began mixing 
batches of teas from nettles and comfrey 
that grow on the farm. I would spray these 
teas—the nettles to stimulate the trees’ 
immune systems and the comfrey to pro-
vide calcium. Even garlicscapes went into 
the mix to help with the absorption of the 
nutrients. And I started making compost 
tea! 

The real turning point came when I 
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these underground farmers, in turn, send 
minerals back up the trunk so that the trees 
can produce proteins, fats, plant metabo-
lytes, essential oils—tree medicine. And 
when we eat food from these nutrient-rich 
trees, we get the essential minerals that our 
bodies need for optimum health.

In Zen practice, we are told that to study 
the self is to forget the self. To forget the 

self is to become intimate with the 10,000 
things. I need to become intimate with 
everything I can in the orchard. When I 
first saw a yellow egg cluster on the under-
side of a leaf, I assumed it must be the 
enemy. A flick of a finger and it would be 
gone. But I was wrong. These yellow eggs 
hatch out to the most surprising looking 
larvae, miniature alligators, who transform 
into the common spotted ladybugs who, in 
turn, eat aphids, the tiny sucking insects 
who feast on delicate new leaves. I don’t 
want to interfere with the interconnect-
edness between all the creatures in the 
orchard. I need to allow for their reciprocal 
relationships.

Then I became excited by the idea of 
having a wild orchard. Inspired in part by 
Thoreau, and his disdain for apples grown 
in cultivated rows, I didn’t mow around 
the trees and I encouraged the wildflowers 
to grow. I added mountain mint, comfrey, 
asters, valerian, Jerusalem artichokes—a 

learned that tree health begins in the soil. 
I needed to support the real farmers, the 
microbiology in the earth. Based on soil 
tests we began a serious remineralization 
program farm-wide. Minerals, like magan-
nese, zinc, and cobalt, for example, are just 
as important for the plants as they are for 
human health. 

The remineralization happened over  

several years and is ongoing, but the most 
amazing part is that the trees are becoming 
healthy enough to repel pests on their own. 
I haven’t used an organic pesticide in many 
years. Slowly, I have been finding a natural 
approach to growing organic fruit. 

This orchard which had at one time been 
fed chemical fertilizers and pesticides, and 
then was neglected for a number of years, 
had struggled at first like an addict without 
her drug. Once I started spraying seaweed, 
minerals, and fish oil, the trees became 
healthier and the pest pressures decreased. 
With a reverence for life, balance was 
restored.  

I had to learn to trust the trees. They are 
all different. Some of them are struggling; 
some I find ravishingly beautiful with the 
twists and turns of age. Their green leaves 
transforming air and light and water into 
sugars, food that goes down to the roots. 
The tree feeds the soil microbiology, and 

Of course in spiritual practice we are told to embrace the 
unknown, but actually doing it—and knowing that there were 
indeed consequences—was different than reading about it. 
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multitude of wildflowers and herbs every-
where. I loved the wildness, and this shift 
from monoculture to polyculture. Plant 
diversity encourages beneficial insects and 

attracts native pollinators. That fall, when 
we opened for apple picking, the apples 
were beautiful.

The season ended and, during January, 

Hanna Knutsson



heavy snow fell. The drifts were over three 
feet high. When warmer temperatures 
brought a thaw, I went for a walk among 
the trees. The snow melted first around the 

trunks, and my eye caught sight of gnawed 
wood close to the ground, a glowing bright 
orange color.  Shocked, I reached down and 
brushed away more snow. The gnawed wood 
went deeper. 

Voles! They had scampered across the 
crust of the deep snow, climbed over the 
eighteen-inch-high hardware cloth that 
encircles every trunk, and dropped down 
between the trunk and the barrier. There, 
they made soft, grassy nests, and ate and 
lived in the safety of their cozy burrows with 
a pantry of food close by. In tree after tree, 
especially in the back of the orchard, these 
rodents had eaten the bark, chewing their 
way around the base and down to the roots. 
Missing bark cuts off the sap flow between 
the root and crown. Girdling kills the tree.   

I panicked and called in reinforcements. 
With a couple of friends, we started shovel-
ing the snow away from the trunks. It was 
exhausting work. There was no way we 
could remove that much snow around every 
tree. When we were too tired to shovel, we 
stomped the snow down with snowshoes. It 
felt like a war zone. Our hats, coats, shirts, 
and gloves were scattered everywhere, but it 
was too late. The damage was done.

The voles loved this new, wild habitat of 
tall grasses. They came, they stayed, they 
procreated, and all winter long, when there 
was little other food available, they ate the 
very nutritious bark of the trees. We lost 
fifty trees to vole damage. Conventional 
orchards knock down the vole population 
with poison every fall. And they maintain 
an herbicide strip under the trees. I couldn’t 
afford to lose fifty trees again, but I couldn’t 
imagine putting out poison to kill the popu-
lation, which then feeds toxins into hawks’ 
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bellies, and through the entire food chain.
Are some creatures the enemy and oth-

ers my friends? Should I try to control who 
can and can’t live in the orchard? I planted 
new trees and made sure there was protec-
tion around each one. Completely mowing 
down the grasses and wildflowers in the fall 
gave hawks and coyotes access to the vole 
population.

When I first walked this land, I remember 
distinctly saying to myself, “This place will 
keep me grounded.” I didn’t really know 
what that meant, but I sensed its impor-
tance. People who visit the farm today know 
that they are walking on land that is cared 
for and appreciated.

Living with the uncertainty of each new 
season has shown me how to accept imper-
manence in my own life. When I was diag-
nosed with breast cancer a few years ago, 
after the initial shock of the diagnosis, I was 
ready for surgery. Get this breast off of me. 
I knew from the orchard that quick removal 
prevents further spread of disease, and I 
trusted that my body would heal. When it 
came to the decision about chemotherapy, 
that was more difficult. I wouldn’t spray 
chemicals on the orchard, so how could I use 
them in my body?  

I talked with my Zen teacher. There was 
no Buddhist theory, no Zen teachings in his 
answer. He didn’t bring up his vow to save 
all sentient beings; he didn’t talk about ecol-
ogy or the earth. He looked at me and said, 
“If I consider not growing old with my part-
ner, my sadness is overwhelming. I would try 
everything that is offered.” 

His words came from the heart. He didn’t 
ask what I was going to do, but before we got 
up he offered me a tiny walnut box that held 

colored sand from a Tibetan sand mandala. 
He had kept this memento of impermanence 
on his altar for twenty years, and he placed it 
in my hand. I felt his love and was grateful.  
When I got home and looked inside, it was 
empty. The sand had somehow disappeared.

I don’t know if the cancer has moved any-
where else in my body. There’s no snipping 
a branch to see its health. But learning how 
to be a good orchardist has taught me to 
hold a reverence for all of life, including my 
own. Careful agriculture is the ground from 
which healthy food and creativity grows. 
Feeding the body and feeding the spirit are 
one. Nurturing the land and nurturing the 
spirit happen simultaneously. 

A group of local poets find sustenance 
throughout the year on the farm. They visit 
throughout the seasons, write poems, and 
in the fall, the public is invited to walk 
with the poets and listen to them read their 
poems at the sites that inspired them. In 
January, many of them return with new 
poems to wassail the trees. This old English 
tradition is a way to thank the trees for last 
year’s harvest and to encourage the new 
crop. We gather around one of the trees, 
sing and recite, and dip pieces of bread 
into a bowl of cider and hang them on the 
branches. We toast the trees and pour cider 
around the roots. When we serenade the 
trees, they listen. It’s a reciprocal relation-
ship.

They can speak, trees,
They can say the sweetest things

Linda Shinji Hoffman, MRO, is an artist, writer 
and orchardist. She is writing a memoir about bring-
ing back the abandoned orchard at Old Frog Pond 
Farm in Harvard where she is the fruit grower. 
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Is God being or pure force? The wind

Or what commands it? When our lives slow

And we can hold all that we love, it sprawls

In our laps like a gangly doll. When the storm

Kicks up and nothing is ours, we go chasing

After all we’re certain to lose, so alive—

Faces radiant with panic.

The Weather in Space

from Life on Mars
by Tracy K. Smith
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The Museum of Obsolecence

So much we once coveted. So much
That would have saved us, but lived,

Instead, its own quick span, returning
To uselessness with the mute acquiescence

Of shed skin. It watches us watch it:
Our faulty eyes, our telltale heat, hearts

Ticking through our shirts. We’re here
to titter at the gimcracks, the naive tools,

The replicas of replicas stacked like bricks.
There’s green money, and oil in drums.

Pots of honey pilfered from a tomb. Books
Recounting the wars, maps of fizzled starts.

In the south wing, there’s a small room
Where a living man sits on display. Ask,

And he’ll describe the old beliefs. If you
Laugh, he’ll lower his head to his hands

And sigh. When he dies, they’ll replace him
With a video looping on ad infinitum.

Special installations come and go. “Love”
Was up for a season, followed by “Illness,”

Concepts difficult to grasp. The last thing you see
(After a mirror—someone’s idea of a joke?)

Is an image of the old planet taken from space.
Outside, vendors hawk t-shirts, three for eight.
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US & CO.

We are here for what amounts to a few hours,

    a day at most.

We feel around making sense of the terrain,

    our own new limbs,

Bumping up against a herd of bodies

    until one becomes home.

Moments sweep past. The grass bends

    then learns again to stand.

Tracy K. Smith is a Pulitzer Prize-winning poet and educator who lives in Broolyn, NY.

From Life on Mars by Tracy K. Smith, Copyright ©2011 by Tracy K. Smith. Used by 
permission of Graywolf Press, Minneapolis, MN.
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biographical commentaries for it. I had the 
sense of being out of breath, of having said 
what it was in me to say on that subject. The 
manuscript lay before me in the bright light, 
small, to be sure, but complete; or nearly so. 
I had written the second of the two poems 

One night a strange thing happened. 
I had written the greater part of The 
Way to Rainy Mountain—all of it, 

in fact, except the epilogue. I had set down 
the last of the old Kiowa tales, and I had 
composed both the historical and the auto-

An American Land Ethic
by N. Scott Momaday
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in which that book is framed. I had uttered 
the last word, as it were. And yet a whole, 
penultimate piece was missing. I began once 
again to write:

During the first hours after midnight on the 
morning of November 13, 1833, it seemed 

that the world was coming to an end. Suddenly 
the stillness of the night was broken; there 
were brilliant flashes of light in the sky, light 
of such intensity that people were awakened 
by it. With the speed and density of a driving 
rain, stars were falling in the universe. Some 
were brighter than Venus; one was said to be 
as large as the moon.

I went on to say that that event, the falling 
of the stars on North America, that explo-
sion of Leonid meteors which occurred 137 
years ago, is among the earliest entries in the 
Kiowa calendars. So deeply impressed upon 
the imagination of the Kiowas is that old 
phenomenon that it is remembered still; it 
has become a part of the racial memory.

“The living memory,” I wrote, “and the 
verbal tradition which transcends it, were 
brought together for me once and for all in 
the person of Ko-sahn.” It seemed eminently 
right for me to deal, after all, with that old 
woman. Ko-sahn is among the most vener-
able people I have ever known. She spoke 
and sang to me one summer afternoon in 
Oklahoma. It was like a dream. When I was 
born she was already old; she was a grown 
woman when my grandparents came into 
the world. She sat perfectly still, folded over 
on herself. It did not seem possible that so 
many years—a century of years—could be 
so compacted and distilled. Her voice shud-
dered, but it did not fail. Her songs were sad. 
An old whimsy, a delight in language and in 
remembrance, shone in her one good eye. 
She conjured up the past, imagining perfectly 
the long continuity of her being. She imag-
ined the lovely young girl, wild and vital, she 
had been. She imagined the Sun Dance:

There was an old, old woman. She had some-
thing on her back. The boys went out to see. 
The old woman had a bag full of earth on her 

Bureau of Land Management



back. It was a certain kind of sandy earth. 
That is what they must have in the lodge. The 
dancers must dance upon the sandy earth. The 
old woman held a digging tool in her hand. She 
turned towards the south and pointed with her 
lips. It was like a kiss, and she began to sing:

We have brought the earth.
Now it is time to play;
As old as I am, I still have the feeling of play.

That was the beginning of the Sun Dance.

By this time I was back into the book, 
caught up completely in the act of writing. I 
had projected myself—imagined myself—out 
of the room and out of time. I was there with 
Ko-sahn in the Oklahoma July. We laughed 
easily together; I felt that I had known her all 
of my life—all of hers. I did not want to let 
her go. But I had come to the end. I set down, 
almost grudgingly, the last sentences:

It was—all of this and more—a quest, a 
going forth upon the way to Rainy Mountain. 
Probably Ko-sahn too is dead now. At times, 
in the quiet of evening, I think she must have 
wondered, dreaming, who she was. Was she 
become in her sleep that old purveyor of the 
sacred earth, perhaps, that ancient one who, old 
as she was, still had the feeling of play? And in 
her mind, at times, did she see the falling stars?

For some time I sat looking down at these 
words on the page, trying to deal with the 
emptiness that had come about inside of me. 
The words did not seem real. The longer I 
looked at them, the more unfamiliar they 
became. At last I could scarcely believe that 
they made sense, that they had anything 
whatsoever to do with meaning. In despera-
tion almost, I went back over the final para-
graphs, backward and forward, hurriedly. My 
eyes fell upon the name Ko-sahn. And all at 
once everything seemed suddenly to refer to 
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that name. The name seemed to humanize 
the whole complexity of language. All at 
once, absolutely, I had the sense of the magic 
of words and of names. Ko-sahn, I said. And I 
said again, KO -SAHN .

Then it was that that ancient, one-eyed 
woman stepped out of the language and 
stood before me on the page. I was amazed, 
of course, and yet it seemed to me entirely 
appropriate that this should happen.

“Yes, grandson,” she said. “What is it? 
What do you want?”

“I was just now writing about you,” I 
replied, stammering. “I thought—forgive 
me—I thought that perhaps you were… That 
you had… “

“No,” she said. And she cackled. And she 
went on. “You have imagined me well, and so 
I am. You have imagined that I dream, and so 
I do. I have seen the falling stars.”

“But all of this, this imagining,” I protested, 
“this has taken place—is taking place in my 
mind. You are not actually here, not here in 
this room.” It occurred to me that I was being 
extremely rude, but I could not help myself. 
She seemed to understand.

“Be careful of your pronouncements, grand-
son,” she answered. “You imagine that I am 
here in this room, do you not? This is worth 
something. You see, I have existence, whole 
being, in your imagination. It is but one kind 
of being, to be sure, but it is perhaps the best 
of all kinds. If I am not here in this room, 
grandson, then surely neither are you.”

“I think I see what you mean,” I said. I felt 
justly rebuked. “Tell me grandmother, how 
old are you?”

“I do not know,” she replied. “There are 
times when I think that I am the oldest 
woman on earth. You know, the Kiowas came 
into the world through a hollow log. In my 

mind’s eye I have seen them emerge, one by 
one, from the mouth of the log. I have seen 
them so clearly, how they were dressed, how 
delighted they were to see the world around 
them. I must have been there. And I must 
have taken part in that old migration of the 
Kiowas from the Yellowstone to the southern 
plains, for I have seen antelope bounding in 
the tall grass near the Big Horn River, and 
I have seen the ghost forests in the Black 
Hills. Once I saw the red cliffs of Palo Duro 
Canyon. I was with those who were camped 
in the Wichita Mountains when the stars 
fell.”

“You are indeed very old,” I said, “and you 
have seen many things.”

“Yes, I imagine that I have,” she replied. 
Then she turned slowly around, nodding 
once, and receded into the language I had 
made. And then I imagined I was alone in 
the room.

Once in his life a man ought to concen-
trate his mind upon the remembered earth, 
I believe. He ought to give himself up to a 
particular landscape in his experience, to 
look at it from as many angles as he can, to 
wonder about it, to dwell upon it. He ought 
to imagine that he touches it with his hands 
at every season and listens to the sounds that 
are made upon it. He ought to imagine the 
creatures there and all the faintest motions of 
the wind. He ought to recollect the glare of 
noon and all the colors of the dawn and dusk.

The Wichita Mountains rise out of the 
southern plains in a long crooked line that 
runs from east to west. The mountains are 
made of red earth, and of rock that is neither 
red nor blue but some very rare admixture 
of the two, like the feathers of certain birds. 
They are not so high and mighty as the 
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Forever in the nominal unknown,
The wake of nothing audible he hears
Who listens here and now to hear your name.
The early sun, red as a hunter’s moon,
Runs in the plain. The mountain burns and shines;
And silence is the long approach of noon
Upon the shadow that your name defines—
And death this cold, black density of stone.

I am interested in the way that a man looks 
at a given landscape and takes possession of 
it in his blood and brain. For this happens, 
I am certain, in the ordinary motion of life. 
None of us lives apart from the land entirely; 
such an isolation is unimaginable. We have 
sooner or later to come to terms with the 
world around us—and I mean especially the 
physical world, not only as it is revealed to 
us immediately through our senses, but also 
as it is perceived more truly in the long turn 
of seasons and of years. And we must come 
to moral terms. There is no alternative, I 
believe, if we are to realize and maintain our 
humanity, for our humanity must consist in 
part in the ethical as well as in the practical 
ideal of preservation. And particularly here 
and now is that true. We Americans need 
now more than ever before—and indeed 
more than we know—to imagine who and 
what we are with respect to the earth and sky. 
I am talking about an act of the imagination, 
essentially, and the concept of an American 
land ethic.

It is no doubt more difficult to imagine the 
landscape of America now, than it was in, 
say, 1900. Our whole experience as a nation 
in this century has been a repudiation of the 
pastoral ideal which informs so much of the 
art and literature of the nineteenth century. 
One effect of the technological revolution 
has been to uproot us from the soil. We 

mountains of the Far West, and they bear 
a different relationship to the land around 
them. One does not imagine that they are 
distinctive in themselves, or indeed that they 
exist apart from the plain in any sense. If 
you try to think of them in the abstract, they 
lose the look of mountains. They are preemi-
nently an expression of the larger landscape, 
more perfectly organic than one can easily 
imagine. To behold these mountains from the 
plain is one thing; to see the plain from the 
mountains is something else. I have stood on 
the top of Mount Scott and seen the earth 
below, bending out into the whole circle of 
the sky. The wind runs always close upon the 
slopes, and there are times when you hear the 
rush of it like water in the ravines.

Here is the hub of an old commerce. 
More than a hundred years ago, the Kiowas 
and Comanches journeyed outward from the 
Wichitas in every direction, seeking after 
mischief and medicine, horses and hostages. 
Sometimes they went away for years, but they 
always returned, for the land had got hold of 
them. It is a consecrated place, and even now 
there is something of the wilderness about it. 
There is a game preserve in the hills. Animals 
graze away in the open meadows or, closer by, 
keep to the shadows of the groves: antelope 
and deer, longhorns and buffalo. It was here, 
the Kiowas say, that the first buffalo came 
into the world.

The yellow grassy knoll that is called Rainy 
Mountain lies a short distance to the north 
and west. There, on the west side, is the ruin 
of an old school where my grandmother went 
as a wild girl in blanket and braids to learn of 
numbers and of names in English. And there 
she is buried.

Most is your name the name of this dark stone.
Deranged in death, the mind to be inheres
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have become disoriented, I believe; we have 
suffered a kind of psychic dislocation of our-
selves in time and space. We may be perfectly 
sure of where we are in relation to the super-
market and the next coffee break, but I doubt 
that any of us knows where he is in relation 
to the stars and to the solstices. Our sense of 
the natural order has become dull and unreli-
able. Like the wilderness itself, our sphere of 
instinct has diminished in proportion as we 
have failed to imagine truly what it is. And 
yet I believe that it is possible to formulate 
an ethical idea of the land—a notion of what 
it is and must be in our daily lives—and I 

believe moreover that it is absolutely neces-
sary to do so.

It would seem on the surface of things that 
a land ethic is something that is alien to, or 
at least dormant in, most Americans. Most of 
us have developed an attitude of indifference 
toward the land. In terms of my own experi-
ence, it is difficult to see how such an attitude 
could ever have come about.

Ko-sahn could remember where my grand-
mother was born. “It was just there,” she 
said, pointing to a tree, and the tree was like 
a hundred others that grew up in the broad 
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depression of the Washita River. I could see 
nothing to indicate that anyone had ever 
been there, spoken so much as a word, or 
touched the tips of his fingers to the tree. 
But in her memory Ko-sahn could see the 
child. I think she must have remembered 
my grandmother’s voice, for she seemed for a 
long moment to listen and to hear. There was 
a still, heavy heat upon that place; I had the 
sense that ghosts were gathering there.

And in the racial memory, Ko-sahn had 
seen the falling stars. For her there was no 
distinction between the individual and the 
racial experience, even as there was none 

between the mythical and the historical. 
Both were realized for her in the one memory, 
and that was of the land. This landscape, in 
which she had lived for a hundred years, was 
the common denominator of everything that 
she knew and would ever know—and her 
knowledge was profound. Her roots ran deep 
into the earth, and from those depths she 
drew strength enough to hold still against all 
the forces of chance and disorder. And she 
drew therefrom the sustenance of meaning 
and of mystery as well. The falling stars 
were not for Ko-sahn an isolated or acciden-
tal phenomenon. She had a great personal 
investment in that awful commotion of light 
in the night sky. For it remained to be imag-
ined. She must at last deal with it in words; 
she must appropriate it to her understanding 
of the whole universe. And, again, when she 
spoke of the Sun Dance, it was an essential 
expression of her relationship to the life of 
the earth and to the sun and moon.

In Ko-sahn and in her people we have 
always had the example of a deep, ethical 
regard for the land. We had better learn from 
it. Surely that ethic is merely latent in our-
selves. It must now be activated, I believe. 
We Americans must come again to a moral 
comprehension of the earth and air. We must 
live according to the principle of a land ethic. 
The alternative is that we shall not live at all.

N. Scott Momaday is a Native American author 
of Kiowa descent. He is a Pulitzer Prize winner for 
fiction and is the founder of the Rainy Mountain 
Foundation and Buffalo Trust, a non-profit organiza-
tion working to preserve Native American cultures.

From The Man Made of Words. Copyright ©1997 
by N. Scott Momaday. Used by permission of St. 
Martin’s Griffin, New York. All rights reserved.
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inhalation, but that didn’t stop him. He 
was among the thousands whose purpose in 
the Gulf had nothing to do with profit. The 
force he represented mattered there, as it 
does everywhere—a force that has become 
ever more visible to me as I live and jour-
ney among those who dedicate themselves 
to their ideals and act on their solidarities. 
Only now, though, am I really beginning to 
understand the full scope of its power.

Long ago, Adam Smith wrote about 
the “invisible hand” of the free market, 
a phrase which always brings to my mind 
horror movies and Gothic novels in which 
detached and phantasmagorical limbs go 
about their work crawling and clawing 
away. The idea was that the economy would 
somehow self-regulate and so didn’t need to 
be interfered with further—or so still go the 
justifications for capitalism, even though it 
took an enormous armature of government 
interventions to create the current mix of 
wealth and poverty in our world. Your tax 
dollars pay for wars that make the world 
safe for giant oil corporations, and those 
corporations hand over huge sums of money 
to their favorite politicians (and they have 
so many favorites!) to regulate the political 
system to continue to protect, reward, and 
enrich themselves. But you know that story 
well.

What really interests me aren’t the cor-
rosions and failures of this system, but 

After the Macondo well exploded 
in the Gulf of Mexico, it was easy 
enough (on your choice of screen) 

to see a flaming oil platform, the very sea 
itself set afire with huge plumes of black 
smoke rising, and the dark smear of what 
would become 5 million barrels of oil begin-
ning to soak birds and beaches. Infinitely 
harder to see and less dramatic was the vast 
counterforce soon at work: the mobilizing 
of tens of thousands of volunteers, includ-
ing passionate locals from fishermen in 
the Louisiana Oystermen’s Association to 
an outraged tattoo-artist-turned-organizer; 
from visiting scientists, activist groups, 
and Catholic Charities reaching out to 
Vietnamese fishing families to the journal-
ist and oil-policy expert Antonia Juhasz 
and Rosina Philippe of the Atakapa-Ishak 
tribe in Grand Bayou. And don’t forget the 
ceaseless toil of the Sierra Club’s local envi-
ronmental justice organizer, the Gulf Coast 
Restoration Network, the New Orleans-
born poet-turned-investigator Abe Louise 
Young, and so many more than I can list 
here.

I think of one ornithologist I met in 
Grand Bayou who had been dispatched to 
the Gulf by an organization but had decided 
to stay on even if his funding ran out. This 
mild-mannered man with a giant pair of 
binoculars seemed to have some form of 
pneumonia, possibly induced by oil-fume 

Icebergs and Shadows
Further Adventures in a Landscape of Hope

by Rebecca Solnit



55

the way another system, another invisible 
hand, is always at work in what you could 
think of as the great, ongoing, Manichean 
arm-wrestling match that keeps our planet 
spinning. The invisible claw of the market 
may fail to comprehend how powerful the 
other hand—the one that gives rather than 
takes—is, but neither does that open hand 
know itself or its own power. It should. We 
all should.

Who wouldn’t agree that our society is 
capitalistic, based on competition and self-
ishness? As it happens, however, huge areas 
of our lives are also based on gift econo-
mies, barter, mutual aid, and giving without 
hope of return (principles that have little 
or nothing to do with competition, self-
ishness, or scarcity economics). Think of 
the relations between friends and between 
family members. Think of the activities of 
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volunteers or those who have chosen their 
vocation on principle rather than for profit.

Think of the acts of those—from day-
care worker to nursing home aide—who 
do more, and do it more passionately, than 
they are paid to do. Think of the armies of 
the unpaid who are at work counterbalanc-
ing and cleaning up after the invisible hand 
and making every effort to loosen its grip 
on our collective throat. Such acts repre-
sent the relations of the great majority of 
us some of the time and a minority of us 
all the time. They are, as the two feminist 
economists who published together as J. 
K.  Gibson-Graham noted, the nine-tenths 
of the economic iceberg that is below the 
waterline.

Capitalism is only kept going by this army 
of anti-capitalists, who constantly exert 
their powers to clean up after it and at least 
partially compensate for its destructiveness. 
Behind the system we all know, in other 
words, is a shadow system of kindness, the 
other invisible hand. Much of its work now 
lies in simply undoing the depredations of 
the official system. Its achievements are 
often hard to see or grasp. How can you add 
up the foreclosures and evictions that don’t 
happen, the forests that aren’t leveled, the 
species that don’t go extinct, the discrimi-
nations that don’t occur?

The official economic arrangements and 
the laws that enforce them ensure that hun-
gry and homeless people will be plentiful 
amid plenty. The shadow system provides 
soup kitchens, food pantries, and give-
aways; takes in the unemployed, evicted, 
and foreclosed upon; defends the indi-
gent; tutors the poorly schooled; comforts 
the neglected; and provides loans, gifts, 
donations, and a thousand other forms of  
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practical solidarity, as well as emotional sup-
port. In the meantime, others seek to reform 
or transform the system from the inside and 
out, and in this way, inch by inch, inroads 
have been made on many fronts over the 
past half century.

The terrible things done, often in our 
name and thanks in part to the complicity 
of our silence or ignorance, matter. They are 
what wells up daily in the news and attracts 
our attention. In estimating the true make-
up of the world, however, gauging the depth 
and breadth of this other force is no less 
important. What actually sustains life is far 
closer to home and more essential, even if 
deeper in the shadows, than market forces, 
and much more interesting than selfishness.

Most of the real work on this planet is not 
done for profit: it’s done at home, for each 
other, for affection, out of idealism, and it 
starts with the heroic effort to sustain each 
helpless human being for all those years 
before fending for yourself becomes feasible. 
Years ago, when my friends started having 
babies, I finally began to grasp just what 
kind of labor goes into sustaining one baby 
from birth just to toddlerhood.

If you do the math, with nearly 7 bil-
lion of us on earth right now, that means 
more than 7 billion years of near-constant 
tending only to get children upright and 
walking, a labor of love that add, up to 
more than the age of this planet. That’s not 
a small force, even if it is only a force of 
maintenance. Still, the same fierce affection 
and determination pushes back everywhere 
at the forces of destruction.

Though I’m not sure I could bring myself 
to watch yet again that Christmas (and 
banking) classic It’s a Wonderful Life, its 
premise—that the effects of what we do 

might best be gauged by considering what 
the world would be like without us—is still 
useful. Erase all the groups at work on the 
environment, hardly noticed by the rest of 
us, and there would be far more disasters 
we’d notice.

We not only have a largely capitalist econ-
omy but an ideological system that justifies 
this as inevitable. “There is no alternative,” 
as former British prime minister Margaret 
Thatcher used to like to say. Many still 
argue that this is simply the best that 
human nature, nasty to the core, can pos-
sibly hope to manage.

Fortunately, it’s not true. Not only is there 
an alternative, but it’s here and always has 
been. Recently, I had dinner with Renato 
Redentor Constantino, a climate and social 
justice activist from the Philippines, and he 
mentioned that he never cared for the slo-
gan “Another world is possible.” That other 
world is not just possible, he pointed out, 
it’s always been here.

We tend to think revolution has to mean 
a big in-the-streets, winner-take-all battle 
that culminates with regime change, but in 
the past half century it has far more often 
involved a trillion tiny acts of resistance 
that sometimes cumulatively change a soci-
ety so much that the laws have no choice 
but to follow after. Certainly, American 
society has changed profoundly over the 
past half century for those among us who are 
not male, or straight, or white, or Christian, 
becoming far less discriminatory and exclu-
sionary.

Radicals often speak as though we live 
in a bleak landscape in which the good has 
yet to be born, the revolution yet to begin. 
As Constantino points out, both of them 
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thing quite different? A cross-section of 
Americans were shown pie charts depicting 
three degrees of wealth distribution in three 
societies, and pollsters asked them what 
their ideal distribution of wealth might be. 
The unidentified charts ranged from our 
colossal disparity to absolute equality, with 

Swedish moderation in between.
Most chose Sweden as the closest to 

their ideal. According to the pollsters, the 
choice suggested that ‘’Americans prefer 
some inequality to perfect equality, but 
not to the degree currently present in the 
United States.” 

It might help to remember how close we 
had come to Sweden by the late 1970s, when 
income disparity was at its low ebb and the 
Reagan revolution was yet to launch. Of 
course, these days we in the United States 
aren’t offered Swedish wealth distribution, 
since the system set up to represent us actu-
ally spends much of its time representing 
self-interest and moneyed interests instead. 
The Republicans are now being offered even 
larger bribes than the Democrats to vote in 
the interests of the ultra-affluent, whether 
corporate or individual. Both parties, how-
ever, helped produce the Supreme Court 
that, with the Citizens United decision, gave 
corporations and the wealthy unprecedented 

are here, right now, and they always have 
been. They are represented in countless acts 
of solidarity and resistance, and sometimes 
they even triumph. When they don’t—and 
that’s often enough—they still do a great 
deal to counterbalance the official organi-
zation of our country and economy. That 

organization ensures oil spills, while the 
revolutionaries, if you want to call them 
that, head for the birds and the beaches, 
and maybe, while they’re at it, change the 
official order a little, too.

Of course, nothing’s quite as simple as 
that. After all, there are saints in govern-
ment and monsters in the progressive move-
ment; there’s petroleum in my gas tank and 
money in my name in banks. To suggest 
that the world is so easily divided into one 
hand and the other, selfish and altruistic, is 
impossibly reductive, but talking in binaries 
has an advantage: it lets you focus on what 
is seldom acknowledged.

To say there is no alternative dismisses 
both the desire for and the possibility 
of alternative arrangements of power. For 
example, how do you square a Republican 
Party hell-bent on preserving tax cuts for 
the wealthiest 2  percent of Americans with 
a new poll by two university economists 
suggesting that nearly all of us want some-

Most of the real work on this planet is not done for profit: 
it’s done at home, for each other, for affection, out of  

idealism, and it starts with the heroic effort to sustain each 
helpless human being for all those years before fending for 

yourself becomes feasible.
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power in our political system,  power that it 
will take all our energy to counteract and 
maybe, someday, force into retreat.

By the way, in searching for that Thatcher 
no-alternative quote, I found myself on a 
page at Wikipedia that included the fol-
lowing fund-raising plea from a Russian 
woman scientist: “Almost every day I come 
home from work and spend several hours 
improving Wikipedia! Why would I donate 
so much of my free time? Because I believe 
that by giving my time and effort—along 
with thousands of other people of different 
nationalities, religion, ages—we will one 
day have shared and free knowledge for all 
people.”

Imperfect as it may be, ad-free, non-
profit Wikipedia’s sheer scope—3.5 million 
entries in English alone, to say nothing of 
smaller Norwegian, Vietnamese, Persian, 
and Waray-Waray versions with more than 
100,000 articles each—is an astonishing 
testimony to a human urge to work without 
recompense when the cause matters.

The novelist and avid lepidopterist Vladimir 
Nabokov once asked someone coming down 
a trail in the Rockies whether he’d seen any 
butterflies. The answer was negative—there 
were no butterflies. Nabokov, of course, 
went up that same trail and saw butterflies 
galore.

You see what you’re looking for. Most of 
us are constantly urged to see the world as, 
at best, a competitive place and, at worst, a 
constant war of each against each, and you 
can see just that without even bothering to 
look too hard. But that’s not all you can see.

Writing my recent book about disasters, 
A Paradise Built in Hell, led me to look at 

SITS Girls
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the extraordinary way people behave when 
faced with catastrophes and crises. From 
news coverage to Hollywood movies, the 
media suggest that, in these moments of 
turbulence when institutions often cease to 
function, we revert to our original nature in 
a Hobbesian wilderness where people take 
care of themselves alone.

Here’s the surprise, though: in such situ-
ations, most of us take care of each other 
most of the time—and beautifully at that. 
Perhaps this, rather than (human) nature 
red in tooth and claw, is our original nature. 
At least, the evidence is clear that people 
not only behave well but take deep pleasure 
in doing so, a pleasure so intense it sug-
gests that an unspoken, unmet, enormous 
appetite for meaningful work and vibrant 
solidarities lives within us. Those appetites 
can be found reflected almost nowhere in 
the mainstream media, and we are normally 
told that the world in which such appetites 
might be satisfied is “utopian,” impossible 
to reach because of our savage competi-
tiveness, and so should be left to the most 
impractical of dreamers.

Even reports meant to be sympathet-
ic to the possibility that another better 
world could exist in us right now accept 
our social-Darwinian essence as a given. 
Consider a November New York Times piece 
on empathy and bullying in which David 
Bornstein wrote,

We know that humans are hardwired to be 
aggressive and selfish. But a growing body 
of research is demonstrating that there is also 
a biological basis for human compassion. 
Brain scans reveal that when we contemplate 
violence done to others we activate the same 
regions in our brains that fire up when moth-
ers gaze at their children, suggesting that car-

ing for strangers may be instinctual. When 
we help others, areas of the brain associated 
with pleasure also light up. Research by Felix 
Warneken and Michael Tomasello indicates 
that toddlers as young as 18 months behave 
altruistically.

Are we really hardwired to be aggressive 
and selfish, as Bornstein says at the outset? 
Are you? No evidence for such a statement 
need be given, even in an essay that pro-
vides plenty of evidence to the contrary, 
as it’s supposed to be a fact universally 
acknowledged, rather than an opinion.

If I were to use the normal language of 
the marketplace right now, I’d say that 
compassion and altruism are hot. It might, 
however, be more useful to say that the 
question of the nature of human nature is 
being reconsidered at the moment by sci-
entists, economists, and social theorists in 
all sorts of curious combinations and coali-
tions. Take, for example, the University of 
California’s Greater Good Science Center, 
which describes itself as studying “the psy-
chology, sociology, and neuroscience of 
well-being, and teaches skills that foster 
a thriving, resilient, and compassionate 
society.” Founding director Dacher Keltner 
writes, “Recent studies of compassion argue 
persuasively for a different take on human 
nature, one that rejects the preeminence of 
self-interest.”

A few dozen miles away is Stanford’s 
Center for Compassion and Altruism 
Research and Education, which likewise 
draws on researchers in disciplines rang-
ing from neuroscience to Buddhist ethics. 
Bornstein’s essay mentions another organi-
zation, Roots of Empathy in Toronto, that 
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reduces violence and increases empathy 
among children. Experiments, programs, 
and activities like this proliferate.

Independent scholars and writers are 
looking at the same underlying question, 
and stories in the news this year—such as 
those on school bullying—address questions 
of how our society gets organized, and for 
whose benefit. The suicides of several queer 
young people generated a groundswell of 
anti-bullying organizing and soul-searching, 
notably the largely online “It Gets Better” 
attempt to reach out to queer youth. 

In a very different arena, neoliberalism—
the economic system that lets the invisible 
hand throttle what it might—has final-
ly come into question in the mainstream 
(whereas if you questioned it in 1999, 
you were a troglodyte and a flat-Earther). 
Hillary Clinton lied her way through the 
2008 primary, claiming she never supported 
NAFTA, and her husband, who brought it 
to us, publicly apologized for the way his 
policies eliminated Haiti’s rice tariffs. “It 
was a mistake,” Bill Clinton told the Senate 
Foreign Relations Committee on March 
10. “I had to live every day with the con-
sequences of the loss of capacity to produce 
a rice crop in Haiti to feed those people 
because of what I did.”

Think of those doing the research on 
altruism and compassion as a radical schol-
arly movement, one that could undermine 
the philosophical and political assumptions 
behind our current economic system, which 
is also our political system. These individuals 
and organizations are putting together the 
proof that not only is another world possible, 
but it’s been here all along, as visible, should 
we care to look, as Nabokov’s butterflies.

Do not underestimate the power of this 
force. The world could be much better if 
more of us were more active on behalf of 
what we believe in and love; it would be 
much worse if countless activists weren’t 
already at work, from Aung San Suu Kyi in 
Burma and the climate activists in Tuvalu 
to the homeless activists around the corner 
from me. When I studied disasters past, 
what amazed me was not just that people 
behaved so beautifully but that, in doing 
so, they found such joy. It seems that some-
thing in their natures, starved in ordinary 
times, was fed by the opportunity, under the 
worst of conditions, to be generous, brave, 
idealistic, and connected; and when this 
appetite was fulfilled, the joy shone out, 
even amid the ruins.

Don’t think of this as simply a description 
of my hopes for the future, but of what was 
going on right under our noses; it’s a force 
we would do well to name, recognize, cel-
ebrate, and enlarge upon now. It is who we 
are, if only we knew it.

Rebecca Solnit is a writer and activist. She is the 
author of  sixteen books on ecology, politics, art, 
and memory among many other topics. She is also a 
contributing editor to Harper’s. 

From Encyclopedia of Trouble and Spaciousness. 
Copyright ©2014 by Rebecca Solnit. Used by 
permission of Trinity University Press, San 
Antonio TX. All rights reserved.
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from The Work of This Moment
by Toni Packer

When a dish comes tumbling down 
from a shelf and one sees it happen, 
the hand immediately stretches out 

and catches it. Falling, seeing, and catching 
are one complete action.

If the mind is caught up in dreams, the fall-
ing dish may be seen too late or not at all, 
and before the hand reaches it, it has already 
crashed to pieces. Saddened and annoyed 
over the loss and over our own negligence, 
we may resolve to become more attentive in 
the future.

We make promises, resolutions, and vows 
because we have been brought up to believe 
that this will help somehow. We believe that 
if we commit ourselves through words, we are 
more likely to do what we think we ought to 
do, or become what we want to become in the 
future.

But is this really so?
In the case of the falling dish, is it saved 

because we have previously resolved to become 
attentive? Or does awareness function freely, 
actively, and intelligently when the mind is 
unpreoccupied? 

In resolving to become more attentive, or to 
reach a state of complete awareness, an ideal 
goal is established in the mind. A division in 
time occurs: One’s actual present negligence is 
separated from the idea of future attentiveness. 
Thinking of a future goal is an escape from our 
present discomfort and dis-ease that arise from 
inattention. We much prefer to think about 
developing into a better person and following 
a method to get there than to face the pain and 
root cause of our present insufficiency. Making 
resolutions becomes a comforting reassurance 
that we will accomplish in the future what we 
are not ready to do right now. Postponement 
is the perpetuation of inattention.

Another division occurs between myself as 

a judge and the action that “I” condemn. “I” 
condemn “my” negligence as though “I” and 
the “negligence” were two separate things. 
Are they really?

Can one carefully examine all this? Not just 
take someone’s word for it nor immediately 
react against the words. When there is a deep 
feeling of responsibility for everything we do 
or don’t do from moment to moment, atten-
tion and questioning come naturally.

If there is a great urgency to find out some-
thing, the energy is there to attend. Faced 
with a critical emergency, we usually attend 
and act with our total being. At the instant of 
immediate danger, past resolutions and future 
goals are completely irrelevant. There is only 
the seeing and acting appropriately, without 
choice.

Why do we go back to sleep once the emer-
gency is over, satisfied with the vow to wake 
up some time in the future? Why don’t we 
respond immediately to the ever-present dan-
ger of inattention? Do we see it?

Once the dish is shattered, can one see the 
whole situation inside and out as it is, without 
the excuses, the blame, the regrets, or the 
resolutions taking over the mind?

And then sweep up the pieces and discard 
them.

Toni Packer (1927-2013) was a teacher of “medita-
tive inquiry” and the founder of Springwater Center in 
western New York after moving away from the formal 
practices of Zen Buddhism.

from The Work of This Moment. Copyright ©1990 
by Toni Packer. Used by permission of Shambhala 
Publications, Inc. All rights reserved.



66

of 2009: you are going to have to figure out 
what it means to be a human being on Earth 
at a time when every living system is declin-
ing, and the rate of decline is accelerating. 
Kind of a mind-boggling situation ... but not 
one peer-reviewed paper published in the 
last thirty years can refute that statement. 
Basically, civilization needs a new operating 
system, you are the programmers, and we 

The evening before I gave the com-
mencement speech, I threw the origi-
nal away. That night, at a dinner 

given for those receiving honorary degrees, I 
got the distinct impression that some of the 
trustees and officials were not happy about 
my being the commencement speaker. I was 
introduced as Paul “Hawker,” and someone 
read a desultory bio. I had a crisis of con-
fidence and wondered if I should even be 
there. I decided that my mandate was to talk 
to the eight hundred young people who were 
graduating the next day, not to try to please 
the bishops and faculty and alumni. 

I discarded the speech I had brought and 
stayed up until midnight and drafted a new 
one. When I got up in the morning and read 
it, I didn’t like it any better than the first one, 
so I tore it up and started over once again. I 
decided to get right to the point and say what 
needed to be said. Gone was the customary 
greeting to the president, faculty, distin-
guished alumni, and so on. I wanted to speak 
directly to the students from the first line. I 
was sitting at a desk in my shorts eating off 
a tray at 11:55 a.m. when I realized I had to 
stop. People were downstairs to pick me up.

I copied what I written onto a thumb drive, 
put on my suit, printed the speech in the 
lobby, placed it in my suit pocket, and rushed 
to the commencement. The first time I read 
it all the way through was when I was on the 
podium, as if someone else had written it and 
I was asked to be the reader.

When I was invited to give this speech, I was 
asked if I could give a simple short talk that 
was “direct, naked, taut, honest, passionate, 
lean, shivering, startling, and graceful.” No 
pressure here. 

Let’s begin with the startling part. Class 

The Most Amazing 
Challenge
by Paul Hawken
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need it within a few decades.
This planet came with a set of instruc-

tions, but we seem to have misplaced them. 
Important rules like “Don’t poison the water, 
soil, or air,” “Don’t let the Earth get over-
crowded,” and “Don’t touch the thermostat” 
have been broken. Buckminster Fuller said 
that Spaceship Earth was so ingeniously 
designed that no one has a clue that we are 

on one, flying through the universe at a mil-
lion miles per hour, with no need for seat 
belts, lots of room in coach, and really good 
food—but all that is changing.

There is invisible writing on the back of 
the diploma you will receive, and in case you 
didn’t bring lemon juice to decode it, I can 
tell you what it says: You are brilliant, and 
the Earth is hiring. The Earth couldn’t afford 

Tambako The Jaguar
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to send recruiters or limos to your school. It 
sent you rain, sunsets, ripe cherries, night-
blooming jasmine, and that unbelievably 
cute person you are dating. Take the hint. 
And here’s the deal: Forget that this task 
of planet-saving is not possible in the time 
required. Don’t be put off by people who 
know what is not possible. Do what needs to 
be done, and check to see if it was impossible 
only after you are done.

When asked whether I am pessimistic or 
optimistic about the future, I always give 
the same answer: If you look at the science 
about what is happening on Earth and aren’t 
pessimistic, you don’t understand the data. 
But if you meet the people who are work-
ing to restore this Earth and the lives of the 
poor, and you aren’t optimistic, you haven’t 
got a pulse. What I see everywhere in the 
world are ordinary people willing to confront 
despair, power, and incalculable odds in order 
to restore some semblance of grace, justice, 
and beauty to this world. The poet Adrienne 
Rich wrote, “So much has been destroyed I 
have cast my lot with those who, age after 
age, perversely, with no extraordinary power, 
reconstitute the world.” There could be no 
better description. Humanity is coalescing. 
It is reconstituting the world, and the action 
is taking place in schoolrooms, farms, jun-
gles, villages, campuses, companies, refugee 
camps, deserts, fisheries, and slums.

You join a multitude of caring people. No 
one knows how many groups and organiza-
tions are working on the most salient issues 
of our day: climate change, poverty, defor-
estation, peace, water, hunger, conservation, 
human rights, and more. This is the largest 
movement the world has ever seen. Rather 
than control, it seeks connection. Rather 
than dominance, it strives to disperse con-

centrations of power. Like Mercy Corps, it 
works behind the scenes and gets the job 
done. Large as it is, no one knows the true 
size of this movement. It provides hope, sup-
port, and meaning to billions of people in the 
world. Its clout resides in idea, not in force. 
It is made up of teachers, children, peas-
ants, businesspeople, rappers, organic farmers, 
nuns, artists, government workers, fisher-
folk, engineers, students, incorrigible writers, 
weeping Muslims, concerned mothers, poets, 
doctors without borders, grieving Christians, 
street musicians, the president of the United 
States of America, and as the writer David 
James Duncan would say, the Creator, the 
One who loves us all in such a huge way.

There is a rabbinical teaching that says if 
the world is ending and the Messiah arrives, 
first plant a tree, and then see if the story 
is true. Inspiration is not garnered from the 
litanies of what may befall us; it resides in 
humanity’s willingness to restore, redress, 
reform, rebuild, recover, reimagine, and 
reconsider. “One day you finally knew what 
you had to do, and began, though the voices 
around you kept shouting their bad advice” 
is Mary Oliver’s description of moving away 
from the profane toward a deep sense of con-
nectedness to the living world.

Millions of people are working on behalf of 
strangers, even if the evening news is usually 
about the death of strangers. This kindness 
of strangers has religious, even mythic ori-
gins, and very specific eighteenth-century 
roots. Abolitionists were the first people to 
create a national and global movement to 
defend the rights of those they did not know. 
Until that time, no group had filed a griev-
ance except on behalf of itself. The founders 
of this movement were largely unknown—
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Granville Sharp, Thomas Clarkson, Josiah 
Wedgwood—and their goal was ridiculous on 
the face of it: at that time three out of four 
people in the world were enslaved. Enslaving 
each other was what human beings had done 
for ages. And the abolitionist movement 
was greeted with incredulity. Conservative 
spokesmen ridiculed the abolitionists as lib-

erals, progressives, do-gooders, meddlers, and 
activists. They were told they would ruin the 
economy and drive England into poverty. But 
for the first time in history a group of people 
organized themselves to help people they 
would never know, from whom they would 
never receive direct or indirect benefit. And 
today tens of millions of people do this every 
day. It is called the world of nonprofits, 
civil society, schools, social entrepreneurship, 
nongovernmental organizations, and com-
panies who place social and environmental 
justice at the top of their strategic goals. The 
scope and scale of this effort is unparalleled 
in history.

The living world is not “out there” some-
where, but in your heart. What do we know 
about life? In the words of biologist Janine 
Benyus, life creates the conditions that are 
conducive to life. I can think of no better 
motto for a future economy. We have tens 
of thousands of abandoned homes without 
people and tens of thousands of abandoned 

people without homes. We have failed bank-
ers advising failed regulators on how to save 
failed assets. We are the only species on the 
planet without full employment. Brilliant. 
We have an economy that tells us that it is 
cheaper to destroy Earth in real time than to 
renew, restore, and sustain it. You can print 
money to bail out a bank, but you can’t print 

life to bail out a planet. At present we are 
stealing the future, selling it in the present, 
and calling it “gross domestic product.”

We can just as easily have an economy 
that is based on healing the future instead of 
stealing it. We can either create assets for the 
future or take the assets of the future. One is 
called “restoration,” and the other “exploita-
tion.” And whenever we exploit the Earth, 
we exploit people and cause untold suffering. 
Working for the Earth is not a way to get 
rich; it is a way to be rich.

The first living cell came into being nearly 40 
million centuries ago, and its direct descen-
dants are in all of our bloodstreams. Literally, 
you are breathing molecules this very second 
that were inhaled by Moses, Mother Teresa, 
and Bono. We are vastly interconnected. Our 
fates are inseparable. We are here because the 
dream of every cell is to become two cells. 
And dreams come true. In each of you are 
one quadrillion cells, 90 percent of which are 

This is the largest movement the world has ever seen.  
Rather than control, it seeks connection. Rather than  

dominance, it strives to disperse concentrations of power... 
it works behind the scenes and gets the job done. 
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not human cells. Your body is a community, 
and without those other microorganisms you 
would perish in hours. Each human cell has 
400 billion molecules conducting millions 
of processes between trillions of atoms. The 
total cellular activity in one human body is 
staggering: 1 septillion actions at any one 
moment, a one with twenty-four zeros after it. 
In a millisecond, our body has undergone ten 
times more processes than there are stars in 
the universe, which is exactly what Charles 
Darwin foretold when he said science would 
discover that each living creature was a “little 

universe, formed of a host of self-propagat-
ing organisms, inconceivably minute and as 
numerous as the stars of heaven.”

So I have two questions for you all: First, 
can you feel your body? Stop for a moment. 
Feel your body. One septillion activities going 
on simultaneously, and your body does this 
so well you are free to ignore it, and wonder 
instead when this speech will end. You can 
feel it. It is called life. This is who you are. 
Second question: Who is in charge of your 
body? Who is managing those molecules? 
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ic, delirious, made rapturous by the glory of 
God. Instead, the stars come out every night 
and we watch television. 

This extraordinary time when we are glob-
ally aware of each other and the multiple 
dangers that threaten civilization has never 
happened, not in a thousand years, not in 
ten thousand years. Each of us is as complex 
and beautiful as all the stars in the universe. 
We have done great things, and we have 
gone way off course in terms of honoring cre-
ation. You are graduating to the most amaz-
ing, stupefying challenge ever bequeathed to 
any generation. The generations before you 
failed. They didn’t stay up all night. They got 
distracted and lost sight of the fact that life 
is a miracle every moment of your existence.

Nature beckons you to be on her side. You 
couldn’t ask for a better boss. The most unre-
alistic person in the world is the cynic, not 
the dreamer. Hope makes sense only when 
it doesn’t make sense to be hopeful. This is 
your century. Take it and run as if your life 
depends on it.

Paul Hawken is an author, activist, economist, and 
environmentalist.

From Moral Ground: Ethical Action for a Planet in 
Peril, Kathleen Dean Moore & Michael P. Nelson 
editors. Copyright ©2010 by Kathleen Dean 
Moore & Michael P. Nelson. Used by permission 
of Trinity University Press. All rights reserved.

Hopefully not a political party. Life is creat-
ing the conditions that are conducive to life 
inside you, just as in all of nature. Our innate 
nature is to create the conditions that are 
conducive to life. What I want you to imag-
ine is that collectively humanity is evincing 
a deep innate wisdom in coming together to 
heal the wounds and insults of the past.

Ralph Waldo Emerson once asked what 
we would do if the stars only came out once 
every thousand years. No one would sleep 
that night, of course. The world would create 
new religions overnight. We would be ecstat-

Edward Zulawski
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before the celebration out in the fields, taking 
forever to fill them as more and more berries 
ended up in our mouths. Finally, we returned 
home and poured them out on the kitchen 
table to sort out the bugs. I’m sure we missed 
some, but Dad never mentioned the extra 
protein.

My father loves wild strawberries, so 
for Father’s Day my mother would 
almost always make him strawberry 

shortcake. She baked the crusty shortcakes 
and whipped the heavy cream, but we kids 
were responsible for the berries. We each 
got an old jar or two and spent the Saturday 

from Braiding Sweetgrass
by Robin Wall Kimmerer

Mike Kniec
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In fact, he thought wild strawberry short-
cake was the best possible present, or so he 
had us convinced. It was a gift that could 
never be bought. As children raised by straw-
berries, we were probably unaware that the 
gift of berries was from the fields themselves, 
not from us. Our gift was time and attention 

and care and red-stained fingers. Heart ber-
ries, indeed.

Gifts from the earth or from each other 
establish a particular relationship, an obliga-
tion of sorts to give, to receive, and to recipro-
cate. The field gave to us, we gave to my dad, 
and we tried to give back to the strawberries. 
When the berry season was done, the plants 
would send out slender red runners to make 
new plants. Because I was fascinated by the 
way they would travel over the ground look-
ing for good places to take root, I would weed 
out little patches of bare ground where the 
runners touched down. Sure enough, tiny 
little roots would emerge from the runner 
and by the end of the season there were even 
more plants, ready to bloom under the next 
Strawberry Moon. No person taught us this—
the strawberries showed us. Because they 
had given us a gift, an ongoing relationship 
opened between us.

Farmers around us grew a lot of strawberries 
and frequently hired kids to pick for them. 
My siblings and I would ride our bikes a long 
way to Crandall’s farm to pick berries to earn 
spending money. A dime for every quart we 
picked. But Mrs. Crandall was a persnickety 
overseer. She stood at the edge of the field in 
her bib apron and instructed us how to pick 
and warned us not to crush any berries. She 
had other rules, too. “These berries belong 
to me,” she said, “not to you. I don’t want to 
see you kids eating my berries.” I knew the 
difference: In the fields behind my house, the 
berries belonged to themselves. At this lady’s 
roadside stand, she sold them for sixty cents 
a quart.

It was quite a lesson in economics. We’d 
have to spend most of our wages if we wanted 
to ride home with berries in our bike baskets. 
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Of course those berries were ten times bigger 
than our wild ones, but not nearly so good. I 
don’t believe we ever put those farm berries 
in Dad’s shortcake. It wouldn’t have felt right.

It’s funny how the nature of an object—
let’s say a strawberry or a pair of socks—is 
so changed by the way it has come into your 
hands, as a gift or as a commodity. The pair 
of wool socks that I buy at the store, red and 
gray striped, are warm and cozy. I might feel 
grateful for the sheep that made the wool and 
the worker who ran the knitting machine. I 
hope so. But I have no inherent obligation to 
those socks as a commodity, as private prop-
erty. There is no bond beyond the politely 
exchanged “thank yous” with the clerk. I 
have paid for them and our reciprocity ended 
the minute I handed her the money. The 
exchange ends once parity has been estab-
lished, an equal exchange. They become my 
property. I don’t write a thank-you note to JC 
Penney.

But what if those very same socks, red and 
gray striped, were knitted by my grandmother 
and given to me as a gift? That changes every-
thing. A gift creates ongoing relationship. I 
will write a thank-you note. I will take good 
care of them and if I am a very gracious grand-
child I’ll wear them when she visits even if I 
don’t like them. When it’s her birthday, I will 
surely make her a gift in return. As the scholar 
and writer Lewis Hyde notes, “It is the cardi-
nal difference between gift and commodity 
exchange that a gift establishes a feeling-bond 
between two people.”

Wild strawberries fit the definition of gift, 
but grocery store berries do not. It’s the rela-
tionship between producer and consumer that 
changes everything. As a gift-thinker, I would 
be deeply offended if I saw wild strawberries 

in the grocery store. I would want to kidnap 
them all. They were not meant to be sold, 
only to be given. Hyde reminds us that in a 
gift economy, one’s freely given gifts cannot 
be made into someone else’s capital. I can 
see the headline now: “Woman Arrested for 
Shoplifting Produce. Strawberry Liberation 
Front Claims Responsibility.”

This is the same reason we do not sell 
sweetgrass. Because it is given to us, it should 
only be given to others. My dear friend Wally 
“Bear” Meshigaud is a ceremonial firekeeper 
for our people and uses a lot of sweetgrass on 
our behalf. There are folks who pick for him in 
a good way, to keep him supplied, but even so, 
at a big gathering sometimes he runs out. At 
powwows and fairs you can see our own people 
selling sweetgrass for ten bucks a braid. When 
Wally really needs wiingashk for a ceremony, 
he may visit one of those booths among the 
stalls selling frybread or hanks of beads. He 
introduces himself to the seller, explains his 
need, just as he would in a meadow, ask-
ing permission of the sweetgrass. He cannot 
pay for it, not because he doesn’t have the 
money, but because it cannot be bought or 
sold and still retain its essence for ceremony. 
He expects sellers to graciously give him what 
he needs, but sometimes they don’t. The guy 
at the booth thinks he’s being shaken down 
by an elder. “Hey, you can’t get something for 
nothin’,” he says. But that is exactly the point. 
A gift is something for nothing, except that 
certain obligations are attached. For the plant 
to be sacred, it cannot be sold. Reluctant 
entrepreneurs will get a teaching from Wally, 
but they’ll never get his money.

Sweetgrass belongs to Mother Earth. 
Sweetgrass pickers collect properly and 
respectfully, for their own use and the needs 
of their community. They return a gift to the 



75

earth and tend to the well-being of the wiin-
gashk. The braids are given as gifts, to honor, 
to say thank you, to heal and to strengthen. 
The sweetgrass is kept in motion. When 
Wally gives sweetgrass to the fire, it is a gift 

that has passed from hand to hand, growing 
richer as it is honored in every exchange.

That is the fundamental nature of gifts: 
they move, and their value increases with 
their passage. The fields made a gift of berries 
to us and we made a gift of them to our father. 
The more something is shared, the greater 
its value becomes. This is hard to grasp for 
societies steeped in notions of private prop-
erty, where others are, by definition, excluded 
from sharing. Practices such as posting land 
against trespass, for example, are expected and 
accepted in a property economy but are unac-
ceptable in an economy where land is seen as 
a gift to all. 

Lewis Hyde wonderfully illustrates this dis-
sonance in his exploration of the “Indian 
giver.” This expression, used negatively today 
as a pejorative for someone who gives some-
thing and then wants to have it back, actually 
derives from a fascinating cross-cultural mis-
interpretation between an indigenous culture 
operating in a gift economy and a colonial 
culture predicated on the concept of private 
property. When gifts were given to the set-
tlers by the Native inhabitants, the recipients 
understood that they were valuable and were 

intended to be retained. Giving them away 
would have been an affront. But the indig-
enous people understood the value of the 
gift to be based in reciprocity and would be 
affronted if the gifts did not circulate back to 

them. Many of our ancient teachings counsel 
that whatever we have been given is supposed 
to be given away again.

From the viewpoint of a private property 
economy, the “gift” is deemed to be “free” 
because we obtain it free of charge, at no cost. 
But in the gift economy, gifts are not free. The 
essence of the gift is that it creates a set of 
relationships. The currency of a gift economy 
is, at its root, reciprocity. In Western think-
ing, private land is understood to be a “bundle 
of rights,” whereas in a gift economy property 
has a “bundle of responsibilities” attached.

I was once lucky enough to spend time doing 
ecological research in the Andes. My favor-
ite part was market day in the local village, 
when the square filled with vendors. There 
were tables loaded with platanos, carts of fresh 
papaya, stalls in bright colors with pyramids 
of tomatoes, and buckets of hairy yucca roots. 
Other vendors spread blankets on the ground, 
with everything you could need, from flip-
flops to woven palm hats. Squatting behind 
her red blanket, a woman in a striped shawl 
and navy blue bowler spread out medicinal 
roots as beautifully wrinkled as she was. The 

The more something is shared, the greater its value becomes. This 
is hard to grasp for societies steeped in notions of private property, 

where others are, by definition, excluded from sharing.



colors, the smells of corn roasting on a wood 
fire and sharp limes, and the sounds of all the 
voices mingle wonderfully in my memory. I 
had a favorite stall where the owner, Edita, 
looked for me each day. She’d kindly explain 
how to cook unfamiliar items and pull out the 
sweetest pineapple she’d been saving under 
the table. Once she even had strawberries. 
I know that I paid the gringa prices but the 
experience of abundance and goodwill were 
worth every peso.

I dreamed not long ago of that market with 
all its vivid textures. I walked through the 
stalls with a basket over my arm as always 
and went right to Edita for a bunch of fresh 
cilantro. We chatted and laughed and when 
I held out my coins she waved them off, pat-
ting my arm and sending me away. A gift, she 
said. Muchas gracias, senora, I replied. There 
was my favorite panadera, with clean cloths 
laid over the round loaves. I chose a few rolls, 
opened my purse; and this vendor too gestured 
away my money as if I were impolite to suggest 
paying. I looked around in bewilderment; this 
was my familiar market and yet everything 
had changed. It wasn’t just for me—no shop-
per was paying. I floated through the market 
with a sense of euphoria. Gratitude was the 
only currency accepted here. It was all a gift. 
It was like picking strawberries in my field: the 
merchants were just intermediaries passing on 
gifts from the earth.

I looked in my basket: two zucchinis, an 
onion, tomatoes, bread, and a bunch of cilan-
tro. It was still half empty, but it felt full. I 
had everything I needed. I glanced over at 
the cheese stall, thinking to get some, but 
knowing it would be given, not sold, I decided 
I could do without. It’s funny: Had all the 
things in the market merely been a very low 
price, I probably would have scooped up as 

Ian Sane
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much as I could. But when everything became 
a gift, I felt self-restraint. I didn’t want to 
take too much. And I began thinking of what 
small presents I might bring to the vendors 
tomorrow.

The dream faded, of course, but the feel-
ings first of euphoria and then of self-restraint 
remain. I’ve thought of it often and recognize 
now that I was witness there to the conversion 
of a market economy to a gift economy, from 
private goods to common wealth. And in that 
transformation the relationships became as 
nourishing as the food I was getting. Across 
the market stalls and blankets, warmth and 
compassion were changing hands. There was 
a shared celebration of abundance for all we’d 
been given. And since every market basket 
contained a meal, there was justice.

I’m a plant scientist and I want to be clear, 
but I am also a poet and the world speaks to 
me in metaphor. When I speak of the gift of 
berries, I do not mean that Fragaria virginiana 
has been up all night making a present just for 
me, strategizing to find exactly what I’d like 
on a summer morning. So far as we know, that 
does not happen, but as a scientist I am well 
aware of how little we do know. The plant 
has in fact been up all night assembling little 
packets of sugar and seeds and fragrance and 
color, because when it does so its evolution-
ary fitness is increased. When it is successful 
in enticing an animal such as me to disperse 
its fruit, its genes for making yumminess are 
passed on to ensuing generations with a high-
er frequency than those of the plant whose 
berries were inferior. The berries made by the 
plant shape the behaviors of the dispersers 
and have adaptive consequences. 

What I mean of course is that our human 
relationship with strawberries is transformed 
by our choice of perspective. It is human 

perception that makes the world a gift. When 
we view the world this way, strawberries and 
humans alike are transformed. The relation-
ship of gratitude and reciprocity thus devel-
oped can increase the evolutionary fitness of 
both plant and animal. A species and a cul-
ture that treat the natural world with respect 
and reciprocity will surely pass on genes to 
ensuing generations with a higher frequency 
than the people who destroy it. The stories we 
choose to shape our behaviors have adaptive 
consequences.

Lewis Hyde has made extensive studies 
of gift economies. He finds that “objects ... 
will remain plentiful because they are treated 
as gifts.” A gift relationship with nature is a 
“formal give-and-take that acknowledges our 
participation in, and dependence upon, natu-
ral increase. We tend to respond to nature 
as a part of ourselves, not a stranger or alien 
available for exploitation. Gift exchange is 
the commerce of choice, for it is commerce 
that harmonizes with, or participates in, the 
process of [nature’s] increase.”

In the old times, when people’s lives were so 
directly tied to the land, it was easy to know 
the world as gift. When fall came, the skies 
would darken with flocks of geese, honking 
“Here we are.” It reminds the people of the 
Creation story, when the geese came to save 
Skywoman. The people are hungry, winter is 
coming, and the geese fill the marshes with 
food. It is a gift and the people receive it with 
thanksgiving, love, and respect.

But when the food does not come from a 
flock in the sky, when you don’t feel the warm 
feathers cool in your hand and know that a 
life has been given for yours, when there is no 
gratitude in return—that food may not satisfy. 
It may leave the spirit hungry while the belly 
is full. Something is broken when the food 
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comes on a Styrofoam tray wrapped in slip-
pery plastic, a carcass of a being whose only 
chance at life was a cramped cage. That is not 
a gift of life; it is a theft.

How, in our modern world, can we find our 
way to understand the earth as a gift again, 
to make our relations with the world sacred 
again? I know we cannot all become hunter-
gatherers—the living world could not bear 
our weight—but even in a market economy, 
can we behave “as if” the living world were 
a gift?

We could start by listening to Wally. There 
are those who will try to sell the gifts, but, as 
Wally says of sweetgrass for sale, “Don’t buy 
it.” Refusal to participate is a moral choice. 
Water is a gift for all, not meant to be bought 
and sold. Don’t buy it. When food has been 
wrenched from the earth, depleting the soil 
and poisoning our relatives in the name of 
higher yields, don’t buy it.

In material fact, strawberries belong only 
to themselves. The exchange relationships 
we choose determine whether we share them 
as a common gift or sell them as a private 
commodity. A great deal rests on that choice. 
For the greater part of human history, and in 
places in the world today, common resources 
were the rule. But some invented a different 
story, a social construct in which everything 
is a commodity to be bought and sold. The 
market economy story has spread like wildfire, 
with uneven results for human well-being and 
devastation for the natural world. But it is just 
a story we have told ourselves and we are free 
to tell another, to reclaim the old one.

One of these stories sustains the living 
systems on which we depend. One of these 
stories opens the way to living in gratitude 
and amazement at the richness and generosity 

of the world. One of these stories asks us to 
bestow our own gifts in kind, to celebrate our 
kinship with the world. We can choose. If all 
the world is a commodity, how poor we grow. 
When all the world is a gift in motion, how 
wealthy we become.

In those childhood fields, waiting for straw-
berries to ripen, I used to eat the sour white 
ones, sometimes out of hunger but mostly 
from impatience. I knew the long-term results 
of my short-term greed, but I took them any-
way. Fortunately, our capacity for self-restraint 
grows and develops like the berries beneath 
the leaves, so I learned to wait. A little. I 
remember lying on my back in the fields 
watching the clouds go by and rolling over to 
check the berries every few minutes. When 
I was young, I thought the change might 
happen that fast. Now I am old and I know 
that transformation is slow. The commodity 
economy has been here on Turtle Island for 
four hundred years, eating up the white straw-
berries and everything else. But people have 
grown weary of the sour taste in their mouths. 
A great longing is upon us, to live again in a 
world made of gifts. I can scent it coming, like 
the fragrance of ripening strawberries rising 
on the breeze.

Robin Wall Kimmerer is a mother, a member of 
the Citizen Potawatomi Nation, and a plant ecolo-
gist and Teaching Professor at the SUNY College of 
Environmental Science and Forestry. She is founding 
Director of the Center for Native Peoples and the 
Environment.

From Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, 
Scientific Knowledge, and the Teaching of Plants. 
Copyright ©2013 by Robin Wall Kimmerer. Used 
by permission of Milkweed Editions. All rights 
reserved.
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from Arousing the Aspiration for the 
Unsurpassable

by Dogen



The high ancestor of India [Shakyamuni 
Buddha] said, “The Snow Mountains 
[the Himalayas] are like great nirvana.”

Know that this is a precise analogy, intimate 
and direct. To take up the Snow Mountains is 
to speak of the Snow Mountains. To take up 
great nirvana is to speak of great nirvana.

Bodhidharma, the First Ancestor of China, 
said, “Mind is like wood and stone.” 

What is called mind here is the mind that 
is thusness, the mind of the entire earth, the 
mind of self and other. The mind of buddha 
ancestors in the ten directions, the mind of 
heavenly dragons, and the mind of other 
beings are like wood and stone. There is no 
mind other than this.

The mind of wood and stone is not bound to 
the realms of existence, nonexistence, empti-
ness, or form. With the mind of wood and the 
mind of stone, you arouse the aspiration for 
enlightenment, practice, and actualize realiza-
tion because your mind is wood and your mind 
is stone.

With the dynamic capacity of the mind of 
wood and the mind of stone, “thinking not-
thinking” is actualized right now. As soon as 
you see and hear the wind [teaching] in the 
mind of wood and the mind of stone, you sur-
pass the realms outside the way. There is no 
buddha way other than this.

Huizhong, Great Master Dazheng, said, 
“Walls, tiles, and pebbles are the ancient 
buddha mind.”

Study and see through the whereabouts of 
these walls, tiles, and pebbles. Ask, “What has 
manifested in this way?” The ancient buddha 
mind is not bound to the realm of the King 
of the Empty Eon. It is being satisfied with 

Partha Chowdhury
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each meal. It is being satisfied with grass and 
water. Investigating in this way and sitting as a 
buddha, being a buddha, is called arousing the 
aspiration for enlightenment.

Now, the cause for the aspiration for enlight-
enment does not lie anywhere else. The aspi-
ration for enlightenment is aroused by the 
aspiration for enlightenment itself. To arouse 
the aspiration for enlightenment is to pick up 
a blade of grass and manifest a buddha image, 
to take up a rootless tree and create a sutra.

To arouse the aspiration for enlightenment 
is to make an offering of sand or rice water 
to the Buddha. It is to make an offering of 
a handful of food to sentient beings. It is to 
make an offering of a bouquet of flowers to 
the Buddha. To practice a small virtuous act 
with the encouragement of someone else, or to 
bow to the Buddha following a demon’s decep-
tive advice, is also arousing the aspiration for 
enlightenment.

Further, you abandon the household by real-
izing that your house is not a true house. You 
enter the mountain and practice dharma. You 
create a buddha image and build a stupa. You 
chant a sutra and recite the Buddha’s name. 
You look for a teacher and inquire about the 
way. You sit in meditation posture. You bow to 
the three treasures. You recite homage to the 
Buddha.

Thus, eighty thousand skandhas [all phe-
nomena] become the causes and conditions 
for arousing the aspiration for enlightenment. 
There are those who arouse the aspiration for 
enlightenment in a dream and attain the way. 
There are those who arouse the aspiration 
for enlightenment and attain the way while 
intoxicated. There are those who attain the 
way when they see flowers flying or leaves 
falling. Others attain the way among peach 

blossoms or green bamboo. Some attain the 
way in a deva realm or in the ocean. They all 
attain the way.

All these cases arouse the aspiration for 
enlightenment within arousing the aspiration 
for enlightenment, in body and mind, in the 
bodies and minds of all buddhas, in the skin, 
flesh, bones, and marrow of all buddhas.

This being so, building stupas, creating 
buddha images, and other practices right now 
are exactly arousing the aspiration for enlight-
enment, the aspiration for directly becoming 
a buddha. This should not be abandoned 
along the way. Such practices are called merit 
beyond purpose, merit beyond making. This is 
visualizing true thusness, visualizing dharma 
nature. This is integrating the samadhis of all 
buddhas. This is attaining the dharani of all 
buddhas. This is the heart of unsurpassable, 
complete enlightenment. This is the fruit of 
an arhat. This is the actualizing of a buddha. 
Other than this, there is no dharma beyond 
purpose and beyond doing.

In the great way of buddha dharma, there 
are thousands of sutras in one particle, there 
are countless buddhas in one particle. Both 
a blade of grass and a tree are the body and 
mind. Because myriad things are beyond birth, 
the one mind is beyond birth. Because all 
things are reality, one particle is reality. Thus, 
the one mind is all things. All things are the 
one mind, the entire body.

If building stupas and other practices were 
purposeful activity, then enlightenment, the 
fruit of awakening, and the buddha nature of 
true thusness would also be purposeful activity. 
Because the buddha nature of true thusness 
is not purposeful activity, building stupas and 
other practices are not purposeful activity. 
These activities are beyond purpose, beyond 

Jean-Francois Gornetne
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desire.
Know and trust that building stupas and 

related practices are no other than the aspira-
tion for enlightenment. From this the vow of 
practice grows and does not decay for a billion 
eons. This is called seeing the Buddha and 
hearing the dharma.

Know that creating buddha images and 
building stupas by assembling wood and stone, 

piling up dirt, collecting gold, silver, and the 
seven treasures, is no other than creating 
buddha images and building stupas by assem-
bling the one mind, This is creating buddha 
images by collecting emptiness on top of emp-
tiness. This is creating buddha images by tak-
ing up mind on top of mind. This is building 
stupas by laying stupas on top of stupas. This is 
creating buddha images by actualizing buddhas 
on top of buddhas.

This being so, a sutra [the Lotus Sutra] says, 
“When this is contemplated, all buddhas in 
the ten directions emerge.”

Know that when one contemplating buddha 
emerges, all contemplating buddhas in the ten 
directions emerge. When one thing becomes a 
buddha, all things become buddhas.

Shakyamuni Buddha said, “When the morning 
star appeared, I attained the way simultaneous-
ly with all sentient beings and the great earth.”

Thus, aspiration, practice, enlightenment, 
and nirvana must be simultaneously aspira-

tion, practice, enlightenment, and nirvana 
[with all sentient beings]. The body and mind 
of the buddha way is grass, trees, tiles, and peb-
bles, as well as wind, rain, water, and fire. To 
turn them around and make them the buddha 
way—this is the aspiration for enlightenment.

Hold up empty space to build a stupa and 
create a buddha image. Scoop up valley water 
to build a stupa and create a buddha image. 

This is arousing the aspiration for unsurpass-
able, complete enlightenment. This is arous-
ing for enlightenment one aspiration one 
hundred times, one thousand times, myriad 
times. This is practice and realization.

This being so, those who think that arousing 
the aspiration only happens once, although 
practice for attaining one realization happens 
innumerable times, have not heard, known, or 
encountered buddha dharma.

Arousing the aspiration for enlightenment 
one thousand times, one billion times, is not 
other than arousing the aspiration for enlight-
enment one time. Arousing the aspiration for 
enlightenment by one thousand billion people 
is not other than arousing one aspiration. 
Arousing the aspiration for enlightenment one 
time is arousing the aspiration for enlighten-
ment one thousand times, one billion times. 
Practice, realization, and the turning of the 
dharma are also like this.

If you are not grass and trees, how can you 
have body and mind? If you are not body and 

Hold up empty space to build a stupa and create a buddha image. Scoop 
up valley water to build a stupa and create a buddha image. This is 

arousing the aspiration for unsurpassable, complete enlightenment. 
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practice buddha.
Hongren, who would later become the Fifth 
Chinese Ancestor, was once a practitioner 
who planted pine trees. Linji practiced plant-
ing pine and cedar trees on Mount Huangbo. 
Old Man Liu planted pine trees on Mount 
Dong. These practitioners took up the purity 
of pine and cypress and plucked out an eye-
ball of buddha ancestors. This is actualizing 
the power of playing with and opening the 
vital eyeball. Building a stupa and creating 
a buddha image are playing with an eyeball, 
tasting the aspiration, and letting the aspira-
tion be aroused.

Without attaining the eyeball of building a 
stupa and so on, buddha ancestors would not 
attain the way. Only after attaining the eyeball 
of creating a buddha image do you become a 
buddha and become an ancestor.

To say, “Building a stupa and so on, which 
will turn into dust, is not true merit. On the 
other hand, to train to be beyond birth is a 
solid practice, which cannot be defiled by 
dust,” is not the Buddha’s words. If you say that 
a stupa will turn to dust, then what is beyond 
birth will also turn to dust. If what is beyond 
birth does not turn to dust, a stupa will not 
turn to dust. What is this place of dust? Do you 
call it purposefully made or not?

A sutra [the Avatamsaka Sutra] says:

Upon first arousing the aspiration in birth 
and death, 
the bodhisattva wholeheartedly seeks enlight-
enment solidly without being swayed. 
The merit of this single intention is so deep 
and boundless
that even in countless eons the Tathagata can-
not fully explain it.

mind, how can you be grass and trees? It is so 
because you cannot be grass and trees without 
being grass and trees.

Zazen, the endeavor of the way, is arousing 
the aspiration for enlightenment. Arousing 
the aspiration is neither one nor many. Zazen 
is neither one nor many, neither two nor 
three. It cannot be divided, either. Thoroughly 
investigate each and every zazen in this way.

If the process of assembling grass, trees, and 
the seven treasures to build a stupa and create 
a buddha image were a purposeful activity and 
not attaining the way, then the thirty-seven 
wings of enlightenment would also be a pur-
poseful activity; endeavoring in the practice 
with the bodies and minds of humans and 
devas of the three realms would also be a 
purposeful activity and would not enable you 
to arrive at the ultimate ground of enlighten-
ment.

Grass, trees, tiles, and pebbles, as well as the 
four great elements and the five skandhas, are 
all equally inseparable mind, equally marks 
of reality. The entire world of the ten direc-
tions, the buddha nature of thusness, is equally 
things abiding in their conditions.

How can there be grass, trees, and so on 
within the buddha nature of thusness? How 
can grass, trees, and so on not be buddha 
nature? All things are neither created nor not 
created, but are reality. Reality is reality as it is.

Thusness is the body and mind right now. 
Arouse the aspiration with this body and 
mind. Do not avoid stepping on water and 
stepping on stones. To take up just one blade 
of grass and create a sixteen-foot golden body, 
or to take up a particle of dust and build a 
stupa shrine of an ancient buddha, arouses 
the aspiration for enlightenment. It is to see 
buddha and hear buddha. It is to see dharma 
and hear dharma. It is to become buddha and 



Clearly know that taking up birth and death 
to arouse the aspiration is wholeheartedly seeks 
enlightenment. This single intention should be 
the same as one blade of grass and one tree; 
they are one birth and one death.

The merit of this single intention is deep 
without boundary, vast without boundary. 
Even if the Tathagata tries to comprehend it 
using countless eons as words, it cannot be 
fully exhausted. It is inexhaustible just as the 
bottom remains when the ocean dries up, or 
the heart remains after a person dies.

Just as the single intention is deep and 
boundless, one blade of grass, one tree, one 
stone, or one tile is deep and boundless. If a 
blade of grass or a stone is seven or eight feet, 
the single intention is seven or eight feet. 
Arousing the aspiration is also seven or eight 
feet.

Thus, going deeply into a mountain and con-
templating the buddha way are easy. Building a 
stupa and creating a buddha image are very dif-
ficult. Both types of practice require endeavor 
without slack. But the practice of taking up 
mind [contemplation] and the practice taken 
up by the mind [building a stupa and so on] are 
far apart from each other. In this way, arousing 
the aspiration for enlightenment accumulates, 
actualizing buddha ancestors.

Presented to the assembly of the Yoshimine Temple, Yoshida 
County, Echizen Province on the fourteenth day, the 
second month, the second year of the Kangen Era [1244]. 

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

From Treasury of the True Dharma Eye: Zen Master 
Dogen’s Shobo Genzo, Volume II, edited by Kazuaki 
Tanahashi. Copyright ©2010 by the San Francisco Zen 
Center. Reprinted by arrangement of the Permissions 
Company, Inc. on behalf of Shambhala Publications.

Bart Everson
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The Mountains and Rivers Order
news and training

ZEN MOUNTAIN MONASTERY
The main house of the Mountains and Rivers  
Order in Mount Tremper, NY.

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

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

ZEN ENVIRONMENTAL STUDIES INSTITUTE
Environmental education and training programs includ-
ing the Green Dragon Earth Initiative.

DHARMA COMMUNICATIONS
Not-for-profit dharma outreach, including podcasts, The 
Monastery Store, and the Mountain Record Journal. 

NATIONAL BUDDHIST ARCHIVE
Preserves and documents unfolding American 
Buddhist history.

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

EIGHT GATES OF ZEN

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

LAY AND MONASTIC TRAINING

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

JOHN DAIDO LOORI ROSHI (1931-2009) was the founder of Zen Mountain Monastery and the 
Mountains and Rivers Order, and served as the guiding teacher for almost thirty years. Daido 
Roshi was a lineage holder in the Soto school of Zen, and also received Inka (final seal of 
approval) in the Rinzai school. Roshi drew on his background as a scientist, artist, naturalist, 
parent and Zen priest to establish a uniquely American Zen Buddhist training center. 

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

JODY HOJIN KIMMEL OSHO has been in residential training at the Monastery since 1991 and is 
the training coordinator there. She also helps to direct the practice at Fire Lotus Temple. After 
Daido Roshi’s passing, Hojin Osho received Denaki, the priestly transmission, from Shugen 
Sensei 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. Hogen helps to direct the practice at Fire Lotus Temple 
and lives with his family in Danville, PA.

VANESSA ZUISEI GODDARD began residency at the Monastery in 1996, ordained in 2005 and 
returned to lay life in 2014 while continuing on as senior staff and becoming a dharma holder in 
the Order. She lives in Mount Tremper with her partner and serves as the Director of Dharma 
Communications.
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ZEN MOUNTAIN MONASTERY: THE MAIN HOUSE

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

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

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

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

ZEN CENTER OF NEW YORK CITY: THE CITY BRANCH

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



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

BEGINNING INSTRUCTION IN ZAZEN

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

RETREATS

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

SESSHIN AND MEDITATION INTENSIVES

Characterized by silence and deep introspection, extend-
ed 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.
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TEACHING IN THE TEN DIRECTIONS

In June Shugen Sensei met with the Woodstock-area Interfaith Council, and in July Sensei left for 
his annual visit to the New Zealand sangha. While in New Zealand he gave a talk, “Implications of 
an Enlightened Life: Being Awake in a Time of Uncertainty,” a retreat on “Being Born as the Earth” 
and a week-long sesshin as well as giving jukai to several MRO students who have been working 
toward this in their training. 

NOVICE ORDINATIONS FOR MOSHIN RICCI AND ONJIN PLANT

On Sunday, June 26th, Robert Moshin Ricci and Jeffrey Onjin Plant received novice ordination at 
the Monastery from Shugen Sensei. A full zendo of sangha, friends and family came to share the day 
and support Moshin and Onjin in this next step on their path.

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

Moshin became a formal student in 2003, received the precepts in 2008 and became a postulant 
in 2014. He lives at the Monastery and serves in various projects for Buildings and Grounds. Onjin 
became a formal student in 2008, received the precepts in 2012 and became a postulant in 2014. He 
lives at the Monastery with his partner Ikusei and serves as the Monastery’s cook.
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SANGHA WEDDINGS!
On May 15th, Finn Schubert and MC Halfpenny were married in a ceremony at Fire Lotus 
Temple with Hojin Osho officiating and the couple exchanging their wedding vows. Finn and 
MC live in Brooklyn, NY, where Finn helps organize the temple’s LGBTQ Group as well as an 
online project providing support for transgender Buddhists.

On May 29th, Valerie Meiju Linet and Jeffrey Gyokudo Roberts were married in a ceremony 
at Zen Mountain Monastery with Shugen Sensei officiating. Meiju and Gyokudo live near the 
Monastery in Boiceville, NY and are frequently involved with sangha activities, including the 
Zen Kids program and the Beyond Fear of Differences initiative, working to address issues of 
bias and oppression within the context of practice and training.

GREENHOUSE AND TOOL SHED FOR THE MONASTERY GARDEN

On the northeast corner of the garden, right next to the beehives, the new greenhouse is 
being raised this summer and a toolshed has already been added just outside the garden fence.  
Built on a 18 x 36 foot concrete slab foundation, with solar-fed electricty and running water, 
the new greenhouse will provide the capacity to do year-round gardening for the Monastery. 
Many thanks to donors who helped make these projects possible, and to all the contractors and 
residential staff who have helped to get this important addition to the sangha up and running.
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JUKAI IN NEW ZEALAND

This past July four Mountains and Rivers Order students received the Bodhisattva precepts in 
a ceremony officiated by Shugen Sensei who was in New Zealand for his annual visit. Fellow 
sangha members and friends were in attendance for the ceremony at the end of a full-week 
sesshin. Recipients are , left to right, Tom Kusho (“Illuminated Sky”) Phillpotts, Marcus Kokusei 
(“Peaceful Valley”) Blosch, Shugen Sensei, Selina Seian (“Authentic Peace”) Clare, and Ed Kiju 
(“Radiant Pearl”) Coughlan.

IN MEMORIAM: BLANCHE ZENKEI HARTMAN, ROSHI

MAY 8, 1926—MAY 13, 2016

Shunbo Zenkei Blanche Hartman, Roshi, a widely respected 
Zen teacher, former Abbess, and Senior Dharma Teacher of San 
Francisco Zen Center, died at age 90 this past spring. She was 
one of the first women to lead a Zen training temple outside of 
Asia when she served two terms as Abbess of San Francisco Zen 
Center between 1996 and 2003. Zenkei Roshi began Zen prac-
tice in the 1960s under Shunryu Suzuki Roshi. She ordained in 
1977, receiving the name Shunbo Zenkei, “Spring Full Moon, 
Inconceivable Joy.” She received dharma transmission from 
Mel Sojun Weitzman, Roshi in 1988. She was a friend of Taizan 
Maezumi Roshi, Daido Roshi’s teacher. 

Regarded as a central and stabilizing figure at San Franciso Zen 
Center for more than 40 years, her teachings and her dedication 
to Zen practice inspired generations of students. She leaves the 
legacy of several dharma heirs and students around the world. A 
recent collection of her teachings, Seeds for a Boundless Life, was 
edited by her student Zenju Earthlyn Manuel.
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NEW MRO STUDENTS

In August, Weston Minnisali, Barry Preston, Matt Jones, and Ellery Eskelin, all passed through 
the five barrier gates to become formal MRO students. 

APPRECIATION

The Monastery would like to thank Bill Amodeo and Simon Harrison for the wonderful plants 
contributed to the garden, John Caruso for his many offerings, anonymous donors and the 
Freulich Foundation for the new greenhouse, and Mandy Patinkin for the new garden tool 
shed. Appreciations to Robert Seiyu Lanaghan for the fleece spinning wheel and books on 
natural dye and to Tanya Pranther for her time and energy teaching dye techniques. Gratitude 
to Karen Spicher for her work on putting together the Temple Notes every week, and to those 
who donate used Mountain Records and other books to the NBPS.

Dharma Communications is grateful for transcribing work by Lyn Matoon, MRO,  Carolyn 
Kamei McCarthy, MRO, Lindsey VanWagenen, MRO, and Connie Barrett. Our continued 
appreciation to all those bodhisattvas who donate their time to help with the caretaking, cook-
ing, shopping and office work at the Temple.

COMINGS & GOINGS AT THE MONASTERY

Month-long residents in June were Bradley Schwarz, Charlotte, NC, Pascale Montedert, MRO, 
Brooklyn, NY, Kelsey Pallarin, Baltimore, MD, Dustin Wolinsky, NY, NY, Yuske Haffeman-
Udagawa, Baltimore, MD, and Simon Harrison, East Haddam, CT. One week residents were 
Sushravya Ragh from Halfmoon, NY, and Sybil Seisui Thomas, MRO, of Whitesburg, GA, and 
two weeks for Polly Horne, MRO of Brooklyn, NY. Residents for the month of July were Roo 
Carrol, Brooklyn, NY, Yamila Estella, Madrid, Spain, Chris Saporita, Brooklyn, NY, Lawrence 
Souder, Philadelphia, PA, Margaret Mulholland, Belfast, North Ireland, Rami Eskelin, NY, 
NY, Katherine Spets, Middletown, RI, Scrap Wrenn, Catskills, NY, Megan Gillespie, Houston, 
TX, Luca Valentio, Woodstock, NY, and Jacob McGlaun, Dayton, OH. Beginning one year 
residencies in July were, Jeffrey Kein Martin, from Silver Spring, MD and Simon Harrison, 
East Haddam, CT, and three weeks Pam Jishin Dragotta, MRO. In August we said goodby 
to year-long residents Ra’Shaun Crawford, Flint, MI, Jordan Burnett, Brooklyn, NY, Joseph 
Greenberg, Cambridge, MA, Dennis Daiken Ferrill, MRO, New York, NY, and Chris Tyler, 
MRO, Phoenicia, NY.

COMINGS & GOINGS AT THE TEMPLE

In June, Rajeev Balasubramanyam joined us for two weeks and Nicholas Gentile completed two 
months of residential training. We said goodbye to William Lee who completed four months 
of residency. In July, Sasha Elbaum, Thomas Huntington, Aki Shimazu and John Howland all 
began periods of residential training, and we also said goodbye to Jill Mijanovic who completed 
two months of residency. 
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FALL 2016 ANGO

SHUSO LETTER

Dear Friends,

The blaze and burn of summer begins to 
cool, and we turn our attention to the Fall 
Ango. Shugen Sensei has asked me to be 
Chief Disciple for the training period, and I 
find myself feeling at once excited and scared 
and grateful – excited to offer myself up com-
pletely, scared that it won’t be enough, and 
grateful for a practice that can hold all of that.

For this ango we will take up Dogen’s 
Genjokoan, sometimes translated as “The 
Question of Everyday Life” or “Actualizing 
the Fundamental Point.” Dogen reminds us 
that regardless of clarity or attainment “flow-
ers fall amidst our longing, and weeds spring 
up despite our aversion”. For me this means 
that what I love will leave no matter how 
much I love it, and what comes my way will 
come no matter how much I want to avoid it. 
How poignant to encounter this teaching at 
the onset of autumn, amid the falling leaves 
and darkening sky, as the geese and warblers 
fill the air with song—briefly—and depart.

Let’s enter ango with open hands, not 
grasping any part of this practice or rejecting 
any part of our lives. Let’s make our training 
commitments—assessing work and time and 
energy and obligations—in the faith that 
our fundamental questions and our everyday 
lives are not in conflict. Let’s look for the 
fundamental on the front page, and discover 
genjokoan in the daily grind.

Thank you for your practice, patience and 
guidance.

Gikon 

Prabu Gikon Vasan began Zen practice at 
ZCNYC in 1999, became a formal student 
in 2001, and received jukai in 2008. He has 
worked as a clinical social worker in New 
York City for fifteen years, and currently 
helps mental health clinics to implement best 
practices in areas like suicide prevention. He 
lives with his wife, Hosui, in Brooklyn and 
will be in residency at Fire Lotus Temple for 
the fall. 



FALL 2016
ANGO PRACTICE

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

Each ango has a theme drawn from the Buddhist teachings. This Fall 2016 Ango, the 
sangha will be taking on the teachings of “Genjokoan,” a fascicle by Dogen from his 
Shobogenzo: Treasury of the True Dharma Eye. Dogen’s teachings in this fascile ask us to 
see every aspect of life as the raw material of practice and realization. We will engage this 
together during the ango’s Buddhist study sessions and the Ango Intensive retreat.

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

For more information about this Fall Ango and the various activities both at the Monastery 
and the Temple, please check out our website at zmm.mro.org.
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EARTH INITIATIVE: GLOBAL ACTION

UNITED NATIONS GLOBAL COMPACT TAKES ACTION ON CLIMATE CHANGE

In September 2015, the United Nations launched the Sustainable Development Goals, also 
known as the Global Goals: seventeen ambitious, all-encompassing goals to transform our world by 
2030, ending poverty, fighting injustice and inequality, and combating climate change. Progress on 
these goals is being marshalled by an initiative called the UN Global Compact which is engaging 
corporations and governments to make significant progress in meeting the Global Goals. 

The Global Goals that most refer to the environment are:

#6. Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all
#7. Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all
#11. Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable
#12. Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns
#13. Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts
#14. Conserve the oceans, seas and marine resources for sustainable development
#15. Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage for-
ests, combat desertification, halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss.

The UN Global Compact encourages businesses worldwide to adopt sustainable and socially 
responsible policies and to report on their implementation while taking action at the highest levels. 
Local networks of the Global Compact also support action on the Global Goals, such as seminars 
on how private-sector organizations can align their business practices with the Global Goals. 
Experience has shown that when the private sector drives the effort, governments will follow.

Even with the enthusiasm and support for the Global Goals in the wake of December’s Paris 
Agreement on Climate Change (COP21), progress is slow. According to a recent survey by Ethical 
Corporation, a publication focused on issues of corporate responsibility and sustainability, just 46 
percent of corporations say that they are looking to engage on the Global Goals. The relatively low 
level of engagement is likely due to a combination of factors such as the current economic environ-
ment, or capacity and financial constraints. Perhaps it is simply—and most easily remedied—a lack 
of understanding as to how a company can engage so as to bring value to the organization and its 
shareholders. No matter the reason, there are simple steps companies can take, beginning with an 
understanding of how what they’re already doing is aligned with the targets for each goal.

Climate action is only one of the Global Goals, but they are all inextricably connected to each 
other. Our ability as a global society to make progress on climate action will determine progress on 
the each of the rest of the Goals as well.
Kate Rebernak is the founder and CEO of Framework, LLC, an advisory and analytics firm that helps companies cre-
ate value through sustainable business practices. Framework serves as strategic counsel to the Global Compact Network 
USA. 
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EARTH INITIATIVE: NATIONAL ACTION

CASE SUMMARY: JULIANA V. UNITED STATES

Twenty-one teenagers from ten states and the Yankton Sioux Tribe, along with an adult act-
ing on behalf of future generations, have cleared an important hurdle in their novel lawsuit 
against the United States government for contributing to climate change. 

The plaintiffs, represented by the organization, Our Children’s Trust, filed a complaint 
in September of 2015 alleging that the government has known about the dangers of climate 
change since 1965 and has continued to allow and promote the production and use of fossil 
fuels which have caused, and will increasingly cause, harms to the natural systems critical to 
plaintiffs’ lives, liberty and property. The plaintiffs also argue that the government’s actions 
discriminate against younger people and future generations because they will suffer the most as 
climate change worsens, and that they have violated the plaintiffs’ constitutional rights to be 
sustained by our country’s vital natural systems.  Finally, the plaintiffs argue that the govern-
ment’s actions in contributing to climate change have violated its duty to protect the natural 
resources held for the plaintiffs and future generations in trust. 

On April 28, 2016,  a federal magistrate judge recommended to the district court judge that 
the case be allowed to go forward. Regardless of what happens, the district court’s decision 
is likely to be appealed to the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals, a higher level of review. The 
teenager’s ability to move forward with the suit will continue to be in play in Oregon and is 
not likely to be settled for some time.

For more information and to follow the case see www.ourchildrenstrust.org/us/federal-lawsuit/



EARTH INITIATIVE: REGIONAL ACTION

POLLINATOR HABITATS 

When we suffer, struggle, thirst, falter or fail, many of us look to nature to ground ourselves. 
And though dramatic landscapes can deliver the solace we seek, it is the intimacy created by 
deep attention that heals. Today I find that intimacy as I release the roots of a young service-
berry from a cramped container. I am adding this plant to a community of nectar-rich plants 
at the edge of my yard, and tracking how this created habitat will impact populations of pol-
linators in my area. Pollinators are rapidly declining as chemicals pervade, habitats dwindle,  
and climate shifts.  I stop digging for a moment to watch tagged milkweed #2, wondering if it 
will be visited by a pollinator today, the scent of freshly turned earth on the wind and a data 
sheet in my back pocket. 

I am part of a growing, vibrant network of observers and habitat creators. We are building 
pollinator habitats at preserves, at schools, 
and in our own backyards to increase con-
nectivity across landscapes. We mark out 
particular plants (like milkweed #2) to track 
phenology, the study of life cycle events in the 
natural world (pheno—“to appear”, “to bring 
to light”); we compile data to investigate how 
global change is impacting plant-pollinator 
relationships. We activate regional communi-
ties by pooling our data and sharing resources 
to build new programs.

We are part of a movement of citizen sci-
entists who are on the front lines to serve our 
ailing planet. Some of us use our hands and 
backs to build and restore. Some use our eyes 



and ears to notice and listen. We are tracking the Earth’s messages with our notebooks and 
mobile devices, collaborating with scientists, policy makers, land-managers and each other. 
One container of nectar rich flowers on your porch, or one front-yard tree, can make you part 
of this network of observers. This is how mutual healing begins. 

Yesterday, the flower buds of milkweed #2 were just beginning to crack open. This morning, 
the plant, having experienced just the right mixture of temperature, hormones, day length and 
nameless inner resources, burst into bloom. Though milkweed # 2 hasn’t been visited yet, it 
stands in the space between the possibility of its own fruit developing around fertilized seeds—
the continuity of its kind—and the moment of its pollination. 

At first, noticing was a revelation. Then it became a skill. Then it progressed to an art. Now 
it is a daily practice. I learn something from every plant I put into the ground. 

Milkweed #2 is swaying slightly as the wind picks up from the east. We still wait together for 
a pollinator visit. The scientist in me feels curious about who will come first and runs through 
the mental list of native bees and butterflies about this time of year. The granddaughter in me 
is hoping for the first visitor to be an Eastern tiger swallowtail butterfly, the species my Italian 
grandmother told me she would come to me in spirit form. The mother in me thinks about 
how exciting it will be for our young 
daughter to meet pollinators, hoping 
that we can maintain the beauti-
ful diversity that ensures ecosystem 
resilience.

During this visit, no pollinator has 
come to milkweed #2, but no matter. 
Absence is data too.

Our own internal cycles and pat-
terns of change mirror nature—we 
seed, burst, bloom and die along-
side the life around us. As we more 
fully understand that our relation-
ship with the natural world mirrors 
our relationship with ourselves, we 
are invited into the deeper attention 
that nourishes intimacy.

Kerissa Battle is an educator in ecology and 
field biology, developer of research-based citizen 
science initiatives, and founder of Community 
Greenways Collaborative. She co-led with Hojin 
Osho “The Art of Noticing: An Illuminated 
Journal Retreat”at the Monastery in 2015.
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truth I need to hold in my heart to rise 
beyond the helpless feeling and discomfort, 
and act. The cries of the earth, the pain of 
the planet, are my own cries, our own pain.

—Mark Joshin Woodhouse

Perhaps it was not our neighbor’s fault.  
Perhaps it was the loggers, obviously inexpe-
rienced and insensitive to the natural order 
of the land. Perhaps it was my parents’ fault.  
For several years they witnessed the logging 
taking place—slowly at first—then in the 
last year with swift, brute force. My mother’s 
heart would break at the sound of an old oak 
crashing to the ground, yet no attempt was 
ever made to contact the loggers or the land-
owner. Perhaps it was my fault. At the begin-
ning of that last year of cutting I knew this 
was a hack job and that something should be 
done. I brought the issue to my father who 

Increasingly these days I notice how a play 
of light, a sound, a smell can send me back 
in time.  I live in the same town I grew up in. 
During Ango this spring I was struck, during 
one of these moments when the feeling was 
particularly intense, by the realization that 
this place is, in a very real way, a part of me. 
For more than 60 years I’ve breathed this 
air, eaten food grown in this soil, drunk this 
water, felt the tilt of the earth in this spot, 
warmed myself in the sun and light at just 
this point on the planet and now—maybe 
for the first time—I’ve made real for myself 
the fact that “this place being a part of me” 
isn’t just a nice phrase. It’s a simple fact. This 
place and I are inextricable from each other. 
I have been formed here. The raw material 
of me is from here. Maybe that’s obvious. 
Maybe the truth is always obvious once we 
see it. But expand that realization out and 
apply it to the whole earth and I have the 

Sangha Reflections
ON EARTH MEDICINE
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immediately silenced me out of fear of involv-
ing the “feds” and of meddling with other 
people’s property.  I wrote to the Tennesee 
Department of Environmental Conservation 
to which I received a response asking for an 
address.  But hesitation got to me, and it took 
me over a year to respond. By then it was too 
late. Everything was gone in a horrible way. 

Or is it? I began talking to my neighbor, 
person to person. It’s been a year and a half 
now and many conversations since the last 
trees were removed. Tea, back hoes, and many 
cigarettes have been shared. There have been 
rides on the four wheeler, finger painting 
in the mud with the kids… “No don’t kill 
that crawdad! Respect the mountain!!!” I 
say... “Polly said respect the moountainnn”... 
his kids taunt and play.  He sees a vision of 
a homestead, a mountain farm…the whole 
mountain covered in flowers!!

Whaaat?! Okay. Let’s do this, neighbor. 
In the void of this once dense forest the 

view is expansive. All that has fallen away 
points to what is most important. If I tread 
carefully, maybe I can find the way for those 
of us who may not see, but know it in our 
hearts that we are looking.

—Polly Horne

This half-mile lonely stretch of road, a 
cutback on the north side of the hill called 
directly to me. It’s one of those places, icy 
in winter that seldom sees the sun. With no 
snow cover this year it lay barren and exposed 
the years of litter and daily deposits of fresh 
trash, pitched from the windows of passers-by.  

I spent the first morning picking the new 
litter along the road, by gloved hand at first. 
Plastic, styro cups, liquor bottles, glass, fast-
food wrappers, beer cans and butts. Then I 

worked my way down the hill on one side. It 
was cold and raw. I was sore and angry, load-
ing the back of the truck. Eight full leaf bags 
of trash and it looked like nothing had really 
been done.

During the following week, in places I 
went and roads I traveled, I began to notice 
litter. When loose, it has its own life, riding 
the winds settling here and there captured in 
pockets of bushes, corners of fences, curbs, 
clinging to tree branches, and riverbanks. I 
saw that it is everywhere: that it lies upon the 
earth as surely as leaves, pebbles and people.         

So I bought a litter-picker stick and a 
proper leaf bag hoop and on a sunny, mild 
afternoon I set to picking with renewed vigor. 
The woods and undergrowth were begin-
ning to take hold and soon it would cover 
the grounds in lush thick green. I got three 
more periods of picking in before the hill 
was abloom. Walking among the new spring 
grasses my litter-stick picked kindly around 
the tiniest of flower blossoms. In a slow easy 
way I softened towards the trash and the 
beings who left it there.

Now that it’s packed and confined to a 
landfill, I question what is it I am calling 
litter. Is out of sight out of mind? I wonder 
about the actions of pitching and picking and 
the consequences of choices. Now I see these 
lovely curves of road and woods wear a sum-
mer’s mantle. I am happy to speak for them. 

—Warren Chikan Bacon

I moved from rural New England to 
Brooklyn. Among the disorientation I expe-
rienced was missing the easy access to the 
natural world I was used to.

My practice became to see the earth every-
where: to see it in the people on the subway, 
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and the subway itself. It’s easiest when I sit 
in the park on my lunch break and watch 
the flowering and blooming of the trees, the 
activities of the birds and squirrels. And in 
my yard, where I’m marshaling household 
resources like food scraps and even my own 
urine to coax the soil back to health. I’ve 
planted veggies, perennial herbs and flow-
ers, a blueberry bush, a blackberry bush and 
installed a bird feeder, an insect house and a 
bee bath. The happiness comes easily.

Much harder has been connecting to the 
earth where it isn’t obvious. My office is a 
small, windowless room with a fluorescent 
light. I cried the night after I first saw it. I 
couldn’t imagine passing days in that room. 
How could I create a warm, welcoming atmo-
sphere where my clients would feel at ease? It 
seemed impossible. And then I remembered: 
Everything is a dharma if I can only see it. 
This depressing little room is a dharma. How 
can I enter it? 

 I started sitting for a few minutes a day 
in the office, trying to feel the earth that is 
there. I brought some symbols of earth: low 
light plants, photos of waterfalls and forests, 
a big watercolor, softer lighting.

I’m still learning how to touch the earth 
within the city. I’ll sometimes walk around 
and think, “It’s all earth, it’s all earth.”  
Sometimes I can feel that easily, and some-
times it’s more difficult. But I know that it’s 
all dharma, it’s the ten thousand things, and 
little by little I am letting myself open to 
that.

—Donna Nicolino

I came across an essay by Graham Parkes 
called Voices of Mountains, Trees, and Rivers 
which helped me to listen in a different way 

to the dharma teachings of the natural world. 
By pursuing an in-depth study of Kukai 
and Dogen’s understanding of how natural 
phenomena possess buddha nature, Parkes 
explores how Buddhists’ vows can lead to the 
turning of consciousness that is necessary to 
listen to the earth rather than simply use the 
earth for anthropocentric purposes.

An instance of this is when Dogen is 
quoted by Parkes: “The way insentient beings 
expound the true teachings should not be 
understood to be necessarily like the way 
sentient beings do….it is contrary to the 
buddha way to usurp the voices of the living 
and conjecture about those of the non-living 
in terms of them.”

This helped me clarify the relationship 
between mystery and intimacy as one that 
does not diminish but rather profoundly 
expands the mystery of things. My “practice” 
is to listen to the mountains and rivers rather 
than “thinking” I already know how to do 
this. They well might have a voice that has 
to be seen or touched, and a color that needs 
to be listened to differently.

Questions arise with this coming of spring. 
Early this year, warm southern winds moving 
north, higher than usual—patterns, currents. 
How could there be regrets for such warmth? 
This body melts immediately, even disap-
pears into earth, green and budding, robins, 
wet grass sounding the ground. There is a 
knowing, however, with this ease, this warm, 
close breeze—why so early and unlikely—yet 
so soothing?

—Tom Honen Kyle 

This summer will be my older son’s third 
summer working in the Brooklyn Botanic 
Garden’s Children’s Garden, where children 
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cultivate and harvest vegetables, herbs, and 
flowers. I want my city kid to spend some 
time getting dirty in real soil. I want my 
picky eater to get more comfortable with 
kale, chard, and beets. And I want each of 
my children to know the basics of growing 
their own food, in part due to my fear that 
they may see the collapse of civilization as 
we know it in their lifetimes.  My calmer self 
sees the drama and possible paranoia of that 
last sentence. But the truth is I’ve lived with 
this fear for my entire life. I fear the effects 
of irreversible damage to global climate pat-
terns and to the oceans. 

It’s no accident that vegetables are the 
medicine for my fears. My Great-Grandfather 
Gallas’s vegetable garden is legendary on my 
mother’s side of the family. My grandfather 
also had a garden, and he would send us home 
from summertime visits with boxes laden 
with squash, eggplants, tomatoes, and green 
beans. And my mother was a localvore long 
before the term existed, buying much of our 
produce from Wade’s Farm in Bloomington 
and Rosedale Farms in Simsbury, which still 
grows the best corn. 

I maintain tradition by taking my family to 
local farmers markets and build our weekly 
menus on what we find. These days, it is an 
astonishing abundance: piles of greens, bins 
of cabbages and root vegetables, countless 
berries, and myriad foods we haven’t yet even 
tried, all from local sources. This abundance 
gives me hope that the earth will continue to 
nourish us, as we learn to nourish the earth.

—Rachel Nevins

Years ago I read an article about something 
called the “Broken Windows” theory.  The 
basic idea is that when windows are broken 

on the buildings or cars in a neighbor-
hood the residents take this as a signal that 
destruction is tolerated in their community. 
A few broken windows incite people to break 
more windows, and things go downhill from 
there.

On the other hand, when windows are 
fixed in a neighborhood, and care is taken 
to repair and improve broken parts of a 
community, the trend is reversed.  This phe-
nomenon has been seen in wealthy and poor 
neighborhoods.

I travel quite a bit for work, and I end up 
using a wide range of bathrooms across the 
country, from fancy hotels to dingy gas sta-
tions.  My approach to earth medicine has 
been to apply the Broken Windows theory 
to all the bathrooms I encounter.  I spend 
a few extra minutes cleaning every one I 
use: wiping down the sink, picking up litter, 
replacing supplies.  Sometimes things are in 
good order; sometimes I face years of accu-
mulated dust and grime on the doorjambs 
and fixtures. 

My goal is to leave every bathroom cleaner 
than it was when I first entered it.  It’s a small 
action, but I’ve found that it helps me push 
against the resistance to the idea that I’m 
“not responsible” for a mess.  I didn’t drop 
this paper towel, so why should I pick it up?  
Doing this over and over in the past few years 
has helped me see my role in overwhelming 
planetary messes and my ability to clean 
them up.

I enjoy thinking about people I will never 
meet coming into these shared spaces and 
sensing that they’re cleaner and fresher, 
that they’ve been cared for. My hope is 
that on a subtle level these strangers will be 
encouraged to maintain this order and even 
improve on it in ways I will never know. In 
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so doing I aspire to communicate my love and 
respect for our common human places—our 
earth—without speaking it aloud.

—Katherine Jifu Jameson

Since the Earth’s climate comprises myriad 
interdependent complex systems, there’s no 
one simple solution to climate change. Any 
action we take today may not yield noticeable 
effects for some time. So what can we do?

As in any complex system, there are points 
where an intervention, or change in one 
part of it, can yield large changes in how 
that system behaves overall. So we can ask, 
“Where are the points of leverage that can 
move the system in a healthier direction?” In 
other words, where can small changes yield 
big results? 

The economy is also a complex system that 
is nested within interdependent societal and 
Earth systems. One of the most influential 
points of leverage is changing the rules under 
which a system operates. Putting a price 
on carbon (carbon tax) would have a dra-
matic effect on the behavior of all industries 
that rely on fossil fuels and their customers. 
Directionally, it would help to slow or even 
reverse overall CO2 emissions over time.

I’m currently serving on a steering com-
mittee working to form the New Jersey 
Sustainable Business Council, a combined 
effort of the American Sustainable Business 
Council, the New Jersey Conservation 
Foundation and several business and non-
governmental (NGO) leaders. I’ve been 
focusing on passing legislation for a carbon 
tax as an area of high leverage in combatting 
climate change. While conservatives, liberals 
and everyone in between have different views 

on the role of government in addressing 
climate change, the idea of putting a price 
on carbon has some common appeal, albeit 
for different reasons. To liberals, it’s a way of 
addressing climate change; to conservatives, 
a way of addressing a “market failure” since 
CO2 emissions create “negative externali-
ties” that skew price signals; and to libertar-
ians, a carbon tax is something that will not 
grow the size of government since it could 
replace bureaucratic top-down regulations. 
A carbon tax would give a new “price signal” 
that would incentivize industries to unleash 
a new wave of market-driven innovation and 
competition instead of spending money to 
comply with new government regulations.

While there are still powerful economic 
interests that will fight any form of car-
bon pricing, some conservative and progres-
sive legislators, NGOs and think tanks are 
engaged in a dialogue that has the potential 
to result in some form of carbon tax. Lots of 
details to work out remain, like: what should 
the price of carbon be? Where should it 
be levied—at the point of origin or down-
stream? What should be done with the tax 
revenue—use it to reduce debt? Eliminate 
corporate taxes? Distribute it as a refund to 
taxpayers?

The fact that this dialogue is happening is 
a hopeful sign and something that needs to 
be nurtured. It’s an opportunity for all partic-
ipants to approach the issue of our time with 
a sense of urgency and humility. By listening 
to other perspectives, more skillful ways of 
engaging can emerge and help us work real-
istically with the common challenges that 
affect us all.

—Richard Kokuan Lawton
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The transformative practice of tonglen, 
described as “the exchange of self and other,” is 
the subject of this book. The author, a contem-
porary teacher in the west with deep roots in 
Tibetian monastic training, takes us in a very 
systematic fashion through a series of lojong 
(mind transformation) teachings designed to 
help us diminish our own sense of self impor-
tance and shift towards extending bodhicitta 
compassion to others.

In the Tibetan tradition these teachings go 
back to the eleventh century and a teacher by 
the name of Atisha Dipamkara. In a time of 
what he perceived as weak and diluted prac-
tice he wanted to help his students develop 
a way to let go of their self-centeredness and 
develop altruism. He created a method of using 

“slogans” that were easy to 
understand and memorize 
so that students could hold 
each one in their mind as 
they worked with them. 

The book presents lojong 
teachings as very acces-
sible and understandable. 
They are an encourage-
ment to simplify our lives 
and see our life situations 
and encounters with oth-
ers as rich opportunities to 
practice. I continue to find 
the slogans helpful as they 
remind me that “because 
the mind is malleable, even 
the strongest habits can be changed.”

In my own practice of lojong it was helpful 
to take one slogan per week and make it my 
guiding principle. I  created a small wooden 
token that I inscribed with that week’s slo-
gan. This way I could occasionally take it 
out of my pocket and re-read it during the 
day. I could also touch it periodically or even 
hold it in my hand during a more challeng-
ing time. Giving myself a week to fully dive 
into each slogan proved helpful as a way to 
promote more than a surface understanding 
and time enough to try and really bring each 
one to life. 

I found Kongtrul Rinpoche’s wording and 
descriptions of these ancient teachings filled 
with wisdom and inspiration. 

Rick Ryoha Dunworth, MRO, lives with his wife in 
Rutland, VT where he works as a psychotherapist and is 
an active member of the MRO Affiliate groups.

The Intelligent Heart
A Guide to the Compassionate Life

 By Dzigar Kongtrul, Rinpoche
Shambhala 2016

From The Intelligent Heart

“If we are to make any progress on the 
path of the Bodhisattva, we have to do 
it in the situation we have now in the 
environment that surrounds us, among 
the people in our lives, in the times we 
are on this earth. This is the perfect time 
and place for all of us. This is our life. 
It is what we have on our karmic plate, 
which is everything we need to progress 
on the Bodhisattva path.”
         —  Dzigar Kongtrul, Rinpoche
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Wen Stephenson shines a 
bright light on the emerg-
ing climate-justice move-
ment in his new book 
What We’re Fighting for 
Now is Each Other. He 
weaves together the sto-
ries and voices of people 
who, having grasped the 
reality of climate change 
and its implications, are 
coming together in action. 
He integrates his passion-
ate personal journey with 
quotes drawn from his 
conversations with more 

than a hundred people involved in the struggle 
for climate justice.

Stephenson makes clear that his goal is not 
to provide a historical account of the climate-
justice movement, but rather to understand 
the personal and collective transformations 
necessary to address climate change—not 
simply as an “environmental” issue, but as 
the fundamental challenge of our time. He 
suggests that the climate-justice movement, 
which recognizes the intersectionality of cli-
mate change with all other forms of oppres-
sion and injustice, “has more in common with 
nineteenth-century abolitionism than with 
much of today’s environmentalism.” Though 
he acknowledges this is an imperfect and 

perhaps controversial comparison, I find the 
parallels he draws compelling: particularly in 
the sincerely and wholly engaged leadership 
of the climate-justice movement.

One young woman that Stephenson 
meets, Grace Ann Cagle, grew up in Texas 
and joined the Tar Sands Blockade against 
the Keystone XL pipeline there. She speaks 
with him about her motivation for joining 
the grueling and dangerous eighty-five-day 
tree blockade. Stephenson asks her, what 
does it take to sustain the struggle? She 
replies,

If it weren’t for the connection I feel to the 
earth, I would quit. Because it’s really difficult. 
I’m not directly fighting for my house or my 
family, but the earth is in imminent danger, 
and so are my friends, and it takes this sense of 
being united, together, and this feeling of caring 
not just for each other but for the earth… The 
whole reason I’m doing this is the continuation 
of life… You can’t just give up… I can’t. I 
can’t give up. 

I was struck by the common threads that 
weave through many stories in the book— 
the understanding that this is a life-and-
death struggle, that love for people and the 
earth is central, and that community is essen-
tial. The fact that these motivating forces 
are increasingly leading those in the cli-
mate-justice movement to nonviolent direct 
action and civil disobedience challenged my 
assumptions about what is truly necessary to 
address climate change.

Before reading this book, I intellectually 
understood the purpose of civil disobedience 
within the environmental movement, but 
was skeptical that it was necessary. However, 
I found myself increasingly swayed as I read 

What We’re Fighting For 
Now Is Each Other

Dispatches from the Front Lines of 
Climate Justice

by Wen Stephenson
Beacon Press, 2015
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ways, the beauty of this whole thing is that 
because it’s the greatest challenge, it’s also 
the greatest opportunity to come together 
and reclaim community, and a global com-
munity, and allow people to think beyond 
themselves.”  

Tess Edmonds, MRO lives in Boston, MA where 
she practices and facilitates ‘design thinking’ with a 
focus on sustainability.

about the ways in which the political, eco-
nomic, and judicial systems, not to mention 
the cultural norms, have thus far failed to 
respond to climate change with the necessary 
urgency. As explained by the interviewed 
activists, civil disobedience not only makes 
visible the injustices, immorality, and hypoc-
risies of business as usual, but also embodies 
the solidarity and passion necessary to “navi-
gate [this] period of intense change in a way 
that maintains our humanity.”

Stephenson does not shy away from the 
complexity of the issues around climate 
change, nor the tensions that exist within 
the climate-justice movement. He instead 
offers these as living questions to engage 
with, as a way to get to the heart of this crisis 
so that we can effectively respond. One of 
these questions he comes back to again and 
again is, How do we reconcile the urgency of 
transitioning away from fossil-fuels with the 
need for a just transition that resolves rath-
er than worsens existing inequities? Bryan 
Parras, a longtime labor and environmental-
justice organizer in Houston, Texas, talks 
about how “most efforts at climate action 
‘tend to leave the same folks that are already 
in bad situations in bad situations’,” and 
Stephenson juxtaposes this truth with the 
fact that, as Robert D. Bullard puts it, “if we 
don’t do everything possible to keep fossil 
fuels in the ground—Then we’re not going 
to have any justice.” 

Stephenson does not force a resolution 
of these tensions, but finds strength in the 
increasingly diverse and passionate commu-
nity engaged in asking these questions and 
collaboratively seeking responses. Dorian 
Williams, a seasoned activist at the young 
age of 21, reflects on this. She says, “In some 

From What We’re Fighting for Now Is 
Each Other

“The struggle for climate justice is a struggle 
at the crossroads of historic and present 
injustices and a looming disaster that will 
prove to be, if allowed to unfold unchecked, 
the mother of all injustices. Because the 
disaster that is unfolding now will not only 
compound the suffering of those already 
oppressed (indeed, is already compounding 
it); it may very well foreclose any hope of 
economic stability and social justice for cur-
rent and future generations.

Why, then, does the term “climate jus-
tice” barely register in the American con-
versation about climate change? Lurking 
in that question is a tension at the heart of 
the climate struggle: a tension between the 
“mainstream” climate movement (domi-
nated by largely white, well-funded, and 
Washington-focused green NGOs) and 
those—most often people of color—who 
have been fighting for social and environ-
mental justice for decades.”
                     —Wen Stephenson 
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VERMONT AFFILIATE • www.zavermont.org
—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 • www.buffalozen.com 
Ray Eigen Ball, MRO & Gwen Kimu Coe, MRO  (716) 393-2936  contact@buffalozen.com

NEW ZEALAND AFFILIATE • www.zen.org.nz
—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 AFFILIATE
—Green Haven Correctional Facility, Great Meadow Correctional Facility, Woodbourne 
Correctional Facility, Shawangunk Correctional Facility, Wende Correctional Facility

The following groups offer regular opportunities for zazen, but are not formally 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 
The International Society of Mountains & Rivers is a network of formally recognized affiliated Zen groups, practic-
ing group meditation and other practice forms and in the spirit and style of the Mountains and Rivers Order of Zen 
Buddhism. These informal groups offer practitioners who live locally an opportunity to come together for zazen, as well 
as for periodic retreats and intensives with visiting MRO teachers and senior students. These groups are led by MRO 
students and follow MRO training guidelines. For more information please contact the coordinator.
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Auckland Sitting Group  
Monica Seisho van Oorschot 

 (09) 6366-086
 

Wellington Sitting Group 
Rachel Furyo Stockwell

(04) 977-6460
 

Nelson Sitting Group  
Graham Houn Snadden 

(03) 548-4619

Christchurch Sitting Group  
Geoff Gensei Moore
(021) 23 846 18

Zen Institute of New Zealand
Zen Mountain Monastery 

Affiliate  

Centers & Services

Buffalo Zen Dharma Community
Meets regularly on Tuesdays

at Westminster Presbyterian Church
724 Delaware Avenue, Buffalo, NY

7:00-9:45 PM

All newcomers are welcome to our Monthly 
Introduction to Zazen, First Tuesday at 6:30

Check our website for updates
www.BuffaloZen.org

Contact Ray Eigen Ball
contact@buffalozen.org

716-393-2936
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Centers

1-year print subscription with online access: $36
1-year online-only subscription: $25

2-year print subscription with online access: $55—save 25%
2-year online-only subscription: $42—save 15%

3-year print subscription with online access: $75—save 30%
1-year online-only subscription: $60—save 20%

mountainrecord.org

With thirty-four consecutive years of publication, the 
award-winning Mountain Record: The Zen Practitioner’s 
Journal is the oldest American Zen quarterly and the voice 
of the Mountains and Rivers Order. We offer inspiring 
dharma talks, articles, interviews, and photography by prac-
titioners of various faiths on themes relevant to spiritual 
practice: the environment, ethics and morality, education, 
science, religion, and more.

We hope you’ll continue to find support for your practice 
through our journal, now also available in an enhanced 
online version. Please help us conserve the earth’s resources 
by switching to an online subscription.

Zen Mountain Monastery 
Podcast

Dharma Discourses
Talks

Interviews

Find it on itunes
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Have your face framed at

VISIONEXCEL
...where eyewear 

 is an art

Eye Examinations  
& Gift Certificates Available

1636 Ulster Ave.   
Lake Katrine, NY 12449

845-336-6310  
(800) 724-0376

Services
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Susan Wilder, Ph.D.
Psychologist

(516) 747-5352

138 Nassau Boulevard
West Hempstead
New York 11552

Local Directory
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