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Bodhichitta is the generation of great compassion, which is all-encompassing. 
It extends to all beings everywhere. Such compassion cannot rest for even 

one moment—it is ever-present for the sake of others.

—Tenzin Palmo
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Practice and Resilience
by Geoffrey Shugen Arnold, Roshi 
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From the Record of Master Yangshan: 

Ho-shang Mi of Ching-chao sent a monastic to ask 
Yangshan: “Right in this very moment are you dependent 
on enlightenment?” 

Yangshan said “There is no absence of enlightenment. 
Why fall into the secondary?” 



Ho-shang Mi was a peer of Master 
Yangshan, a very important Chinese 
master in our lineage. Here he asks, 

right in this moment are you dependent upon 
enlightenment? Enlightenment is to see into 
the real nature of things—the nature of 
the conditioned self, your unconditioned 
nature, time and circumstances, the whole 
universe—and to realize that all things 
have one essence, which we speak of as 
“emptiness.” In this original state, all of 
creation is present: form is emptiness and 
emptiness is form. Those two phrases are 
the essence of Mahayana Buddhism.

We typically think of the path of 
enlightenment as a movement from 
dwelling within a realm of delusion, pain 
and suffering to a realm that is free: the 
enlightened realm. We may think of it as 
something we don’t yet have, but will obtain 
with realization. When the monastic sent 
by Ho-shang Mi asks—right in this moment 
are you dependent upon enlightenment—he is 
asking: Is enlightenment something apart 
from you, is it outside, what is it? 

As practitioners we might see ourselves 
as depending upon the Buddhadharma, 
upon zazen, upon the sangha, upon the 
conditions necessary for practice. Let’s 
consider dependency from the point of view 
of the Two Truths. There is the relative 
realm, the world that we see and can talk 
about and meet every day. And there is 
the realm of the absolute, in which there 
is no time and place, no circumstance and 
characteristic. Within the relative world, 
we depend upon oxygen and food, water 
and warmth, sunshine and rain. We depend 
upon each other, upon a sufficient amount 
of trust and mutual respect to share in this 
life together and make it work. We depend 



7



8

upon awareness, upon a relative degree of 
physical health, mental health, emotional 
health. In practice we depend upon loving 
kindness and compassion, upon the faith 
that wisdom resides within each of us. The 
relative is the realm in which we practice 
and move through our day, relying and 
depending upon these things.

From the realm of the absolute, how do 
you rely upon something that has no form? 
How do you rely upon something that is 
timeless? How can you rely upon anything 
when there’s not a single thing that has 
permanence, that is solid and fixed? In 
realizing that there’s no past, present 
or future, how then do you understand 
evolving in realization within our lives as 
practitioners?

Here, all things arise at the same instant. 
There is mutual dependency. The moment 
light appears, there’s darkness, the moment 
there’s up, there’s down. In order for there 
to be subject there has to be an object, for 
there to be male there has to be female; 
enlightenment and delusion need each 
other. All dualities are mutually dependent, 
which is, in fact, not dependent at all. 
They arise together, simultaneously. To 
talk about “co-dependence” or “mutually 
dependent” is just another way of saying 
“not dependent.” So when Yangshan says 
“there is no absence of enlightenment” we 
can see that at every moment there is no 
absence of formlessness, of impermanence, 
of timelessness. Then he says “why fall 
into the secondary?” The secondary is the 
realm of duality, of samsara, of conflict, 
of two. In each moment, in every breath, 
in every encounter, in all circumstances: 
why fall into the secondary? There’s not 
a single thing that stands alone, nothing 

is absent. Nothing is self-existent. This is 
why we have to find a direct way, beyond 
all concepts, to realize the unity of the Two 
Truths. This is why in zazen we deliberately 
let go of the secondary—of the thinking 
mind that creates and constructs—and 
cultivate a deep faith in another realm of 
knowing, another kind of understanding. 
We turn towards the fundamental. And 
so “why fall into the secondary” is like 
asking “why seek peace and comfort in 
false illusions?” In false illusions there is no 
absence of enlightenment, there is just our 
inability to see, and that’s one of the most 
critical aspects of practice. The image is 
often used of a magician, skillful at turning 
our attention to what they want us to see. 
So delusion is a kind of “slight-of-mind,” a 
trickery that happens in our mind through 
imputing meaning.

Within this realm of ordinary delusion, 
everything is there. Nothing is ever hidden. 
Because of how our minds are, and our 
senses and consciousness, we only see 
certain aspects of things. That’s what we 
call delusion, which is just the sense of self: 
in each moment, in every experience, in 
things that appear before us and things that 
are happening within us. The sense of an 
autonomous self is the sense that something 
is happening to us, and that in each 
moment there is someone continuous at the 
center. And it’s this—placing ourselves at 
the center of each moment—that breeds 
isolation and estrangement. Yet all along, as 
Yangshan says, there is no absence, nothing 
is missing and nothing has arrived. 

Realizing the true nature of self allows us 
to live our lives within that understanding. 
And because of this, because there is no 
absence of enlightenment, in all moments 
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in all circumstances there is falling to the 
ground and there is using the ground to 
stand. There is meeting an impenetrable 
barrier and there’s leaping free of that barrier. 
There is studying the self and forgetting the 
self, there is holding on and there’s letting 
go. There’s giving up and there’s taking the 
next step. There is resilience.

Resilience is a powerful and essential part 
of Buddhist practice, which means it’s an 
essential part of human life. Within Zen 
we speak about the three essential virtues 
of practice: Great Faith, Great Doubt and 
Great Perseverance. Resilience is related to 
perseverance which is also is critical for the 
spiritual path. Resilience is a manifestation 
of emptiness. Resilience is the act of 
rebounding, to jump or take a leap, to be 
flexible. 

When we’re caught in our deluded stream 
of thoughts and emotions, reactivity and 
beliefs, tethered to our ingrained habits, 
there is very little resilience. These are states 
of apparent solidity, when we suffer from 
the confusing and conflicting demands of 
non-awareness—our distractedness. When 
we are not mindful, we’re in a state which is 
active and dynamic in ways that aren’t very 
helpful. And so from the very first moment 
of zazen, we’re developing mindfulness. To 
do this, we must cultivate resilience. 

To shift the currents of karmic patterns—
behavior, thought and emotion, belief and 
reactivity—and to leap free is very difficult. 
Even if we have a deep commitment to 
shift, we find that these patterns still have 
energy. So we practice to reclaim the truth 
of “there is no absence of enlightenment” as 
our own direct experience. 

There’s a lot of teaching in Buddhism and 

Zen about cultivating pliancy within our 
mind, a softness, a suppleness, which has 
the capacity to bend and respond in accord 
with the moment. Rather than reacting in 
accord with our past experiences that we 
overlay on reality, we’re able to respond in 
accord with what’s actually happening.  We 
cultivate this capacity in zazen, developing 
the mind of equanimity, of stability; we 
begin to discover that there is space and 
time within which to see and move.

In reactivity there’s very little gap, if any, 
that we see between what happens and our 
response. You say something and someone 
gets angry and responds—and because 
there appears to be no gap, their perception 
is that “you did that to them” and made 
them angry. When we look more closely we 
see this isn’t so.

In a moment of defensiveness the sense 
of self experiences a threat, and instantly 
we can become upset and hardened, like 
building a fortress to defend ourselves from 
attack. Or, maybe we just become heavy 
and dull under that perceived attack; we 
go to sleep, a kind of inner collapse. This 
state of non-resilience, of reactivity, is 
different from responding. The ability to 
be responsive, and take responsibility, is 
pliancy; to be fully awake, mindful and 
moving from within the Dharma.

In Buddhism, the three doors of liberation 
are emptiness, signlessness and wishlessness. 
We could think of these as doors of 
resiliency—based in emptiness—that are 
signs of liberation.

Emptiness is a way of saying that nothing 
is fixed or solid; there is no enduring self. 
An emotion, no matter how strong, is not 
permanent or something apart. It’s not you. 
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It’s not not you. Every situation, no matter 
how intractable it seems—a government, a 
culture, a community—is impermanent. 

Signlessness is to be free of any inherent 
quality. Anger itself is free of any locatable 
essence—anger—that we experience. 
The emotion is the vessel by which we 
experience it, but that sensation is not fixed. 
If it was, then it would make sense that we 
should distance ourselves from whatever 
causes us problems, whether it be a person 
or circumstance or something internal. Of 
course, we do meet things that we need to 
move away from, like a dangerous situation 
or person. But the suffering of dukkha 
is what you take with you even as you’re 
moving away.

Wishlessness is to realize that all things 
move in accord with karma and conditions; 
that we’re not in utter control of things 
even as we are exerting influence. It is to 
be free of controlling and expectations as 
we’re being of benefit in this world. Dukkha 
is to assume the role of “manager” in all 
things, to try to make the world conform 
to what we think it needs to be so we can 
be at peace and happy. Wishlessness is not 
powerlessness or passivity, however, which 
are false views, based in different kinds of 
expectations.

One day Master Yangshan was washing 
his bowls and he saw two birds pulling on 
a frog. A student who was standing next 
to him said, “Why does it come down to 
this?” Is this just the nature of things? Is 
life, as Thomas Hobbes said, “solitary, poor, 
nasty, brutish, and short”? Master Yangshan 
replied, “It’s only for your benefit.”

It’s easy to dwell in blaming, making 
excuses. We see plenty that isn’t working 
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in our world, near and far. We see things 
every day in every direction and can think 
“if you just didn’t do that, things would be 
so much better.” If you weren’t so greedy 
and selfish, or so blind within your anger, 
or so attached to your views there would be 
so much less suffering. While this is true, it 
is so easy to fall into blaming, or to making 
excuses for ourselves or others, to project 
onto others. Master Yangshan is trying to 
start an inner revolution; “It’s only for your 
benefit.” The entire universe is present here 
and now. When we chant in our meal gatha, 
“Seventy-two labors brought us this food, 
we should know how it comes to us,” this is 
also saying, “On the path of liberation, we 
should know how to receive.”

I came across an article in The New 
Yorker several years ago on resilience by a 
psychologist Maria Konnikova who wrote 
that “it’s only when we’re faced with 
obstacles, stress and other environmental 
threats that resilience or the lack of it 
emerges.” And then she says “do you 
succumb or do you surmount?” And I 
thought that was very interesting because 
this model is so pervasive: do you succeed 
or do you fail? Those are your choices. But is 
there another way of seeing it? When we’re 
experiencing dukkha, resilience is called 
forth. Obstacles and stress are happening 
every day, and there is another path free of 
“succumb or surmount.”

Some translators translate dukkha as 
stress, but usually it’s translated as suffering, 
disappointment, dissatisfaction. And that’s 
happening throughout the day for most of 
us. So perhaps rather than asking do you 
succeed or do you fail, we could ask: does 
this present moment create a sense of a 
separate self? Does it create suffering? Does 

it create disappointment? Does it further 
entrench a sense of solidity and fixedness? 
Does it bring forth non-virtues; anger, 
greed, fear, impatience, intolerance? Or 
does it bring you closer? Does it soften your 
heart? Does it illuminate your mind and 
reality? Does it bring forth those virtues of 
generosity and lovingkindness? That’s the 
great challenge of Buddhist practice in each 
and every moment.

Some moments are so challenging you 
may think, “This is not about practice; this 
is just a catastrophe. I’ll get back to practice 
later.” Those are the moments when practice 
is most important, when we think it’s not 
about Dharma, when it’s not an opening to 
liberation. In moments where we might be 
experiencing real threats—real obstacles 
from inside or outside that we don’t have 
any control over—we should bring forth 
the question “does this bring me closer or 
does it create more distance?” That’s why we 
chant the Four Bodhisattva Vows every day, 
to bring forth in our mind the possibility 
that exists in each moment.

The scientific studies Konnikova wrote 
about in this article found several elements 
that predicted resilience. A resilient child 
might have a strong bond with a supportive 
caregiver, parent, teacher, or some other 
mentor-like figure. These early experiences 
cultivate a sense of confidence, trust and 
faith within ourselves and with the world 
around us. We learn from good examples. I 
was thinking about this in terms of sangha, 
and how we practice together, seeing all the 
different ways that people live their lives, 
practice, and respond to circumstances. We 
have the sense of our own capacity expanded 
through seeing others develop themselves. 
This is training; to constantly be pressing 
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into our own sense of limitations, of 
confinement and constriction, of the limits 
of what we believe is possible.

Another determinant of resilience had 
to do with how the children responded to 
their environment. “From a young age,” 
Konnikova wrote, “resilient children 
tended to meet the world on their own 

terms.” We’ve all been told who we are, in 
a hundred-thousand ways. But to not accept 
that, to not be content to be told what our 
life is about or how we are supposed to live 
it. It doesn’t mean we should disregard all 
of those things, because there’s a lot of 
truth and wisdom that comes to us through 
others. But to discover and see for oneself, 
which means we have to be willing to enter 
into the unknown. The Buddha said that 
to be free is to see all things as they are 
without projection, beliefs, attachments, to 
meet things, self, and other as it is.

Konnikova went on to say “these children 
were also autonomous and independent. 
They would seek out new experiences and 
had a positive social orientation.” And so 
here, to be ‘autonomous and independent’ 
I understand as being willing to walk a 
path which means at times you’re going 
to be alone, and you’re going to feel alone. 
Sometimes it means to be willing to be 
afraid, to be insecure, to not know how this 

is going to work out. To have doubt and not 
to be stopped by that. In other words, there 
is an inner sense of something that you 
trust and is guiding you.

In practice and training, to bow and serve, 
to let go of our preferences and just move 
with the sangha is a very, very powerful 
practice; an essential practice because 

we’re so tethered to our preferences and 
judgments. But at every step along the way, 
we need to do so from a place of finding-
out-for-yourself. In a sense, we need to be 
walking alone at the very same moment 
that we’re practicing within the one body of 
the sangha. If we’re only going along with 
the sangha then we’re blind to this. And 
that’s a kind of blind obedience. 

A “positive social orientation” I think 
of as basically having spirit, ki, joyful 
energy. It’s a sense of aliveness, of being 
interested in and deeply appreciating life! 
Sometimes that can be really hard. We may 
be met with a tragedy, a loss, an injury, an 
assault, and so there has to be resilience. 
At times we must face sustained difficulty, 
sustained challenge, like facing social bias 
based on race, gender, sexual orientation, or 
attending to a difficult time in our country, 
in our world, with the planet—challenges 
that may not pass quickly. And so how do 
you sustain a state of presence, awareness 

Is there another way of seeing it? When we’re 
experiencing dukkha, resilience is called forth. Obstacles 
and stress are happening every day, and there is another 

path free of “succumb or surmount.”



and engagement, and cultivate peace, 
joyfulness and serenity? We can’t base our 
liberation on solving every problem. Even if 
we solve this problem there’s another one, 
and even if this sentient being is alleviated 
of suffering there’s another one. That’s what 
the Four Vows are saying. Our liberation 
has to be from within this moment, be it 
a moment or a sustained effort. How do we 
find peace now? 

And then the last interesting thing 
Konnikova said is “though not especially 
gifted these children used whatever skills 
they had effectively.” That’s so important. 
It’s so easy to dwell in how things would 
be different “if only…” If only I was 
smarter, braver, younger, more creative, less 
complicated, then I wouldn’t struggle so. In 
zazen, we meet each moment in acceptance 
and non-grasping. This helps us develop 
a clear and honest sense of our karmic 
self which leads to accepting ourselves for 
who we are without creating definitions 
and identities from our strengths and 
limitations. 

When I was younger and pursued first 
mathematics and then music as career 
paths, I didn’t believe that I would be highly 
accomplished at either. Knowing myself and 
my abilities, I didn’t feel I had that kind of 
talent or gift. But what I did know was that 
I loved both subjects, wanted to go as deeply 
into them as I could, and that I like to work 
wholeheartely. On that basis, I threw myself 
into my studies and work. I didn’t aspire to 
being highly accomplished, but wanted to 
live a life dedicated to something I loved 
and believed was essential, and within 
that, to accomplish all that I could in this 
lifetime. My life within the Dharma has 
been much the same.
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We each decide where we put our energy, 
what path we pursue, what we concentrate 
on. This is why training is so powerful; we’re 
constantly meeting the need to be resilient. 
How many times have you been defeated? 
How many times have you said “I can’t?” 
How many times have you thought “this is 
just the way I am”? 

Training offers us wisdom practices, 
teachings, and forms of training to walk 
the way of Buddhas and Ancestors. Within 
the Three Treasures, how can I be most 
skillful and effective to move towards 
liberation, to reclaim the realization that 
enlightenment has never been absent? This 
is our inheritance. To understand that in 
every moment this is for your benefit, this 
is for my benefit.

I’ll end with a poem:

How many times have I scaled this iron 
 mountain?
The path fades into tangled brush
while storm clouds rumble.
I don’t know what lies ahead.
I don’t know what lies ahead—
I only trust this step
to the wind and rain,
to the way the sunlight reaches
even the lowest branches 
and new shoots appear
from the slightest measure of earth.

Geoffrey Shugen Arnold, Roshi, is the Head of 
the Mountains and Rivers Order and the Abbot of 
Zen Mountain Monastery and the Zen Center of 
New York City.
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Dear Reader,

Here at the Monastery, we’ve been having 
deep discussions about the Mountain Record over 
the past several years. After long conversations 
and careful reflection among the Mountain 
Record staff, the Monastery’s abbot, monastics 
and Board of Directors, we’ve decided it’s time to 
make a significant change. We’re excited about 
the vision we have in mind, but we also feel 
the poignancy of shifting the Mountain Record’s 
familiar and well-loved format.

There’s no doubt that people read differently 
today than they did when we first got started 
nearly 35 years ago. With the creation of the 
internet, more and more of us read on-line, and 
as dharma practitioners, an astonishing range 
of spiritual teachings are now just a Google-
search away. Yet we’re committed to continue 
the mission of the Mountain Record: to provide 
inspiration and support for your spiritual journey. 

As we stand poised on the precipice of a new 
incarnation, we’ve given a great deal of thought 
to the question of what that will look like. 

 We want to continue to bring you the content 
that is uniquely ours to offer, the things you can’t 
find anywhere else. In a recent reader’s survey, you 
were nearly unanimous in declaring the dharma 
talks to be a favorite part of each issue, and also 
voiced strong support for the “Sangha News 
& Updates” section, responses that echo our 
editorial intuition about how to best move ahead. 
We envision the new Mountain Record as having 
two distinct strands: one, an annual printed 
compendium of dharma teachings from the 
Mountains and Rivers Order, a beautiful, image-
filled publication featuring talks and teachings 
relevant to contemporary practice. The other 
strand will be an expanded and improved sangha 
news section, available to anyone and located on 
the Monastery website. You might think of this 
as an ongoing record of the “sayings and doings” 

The Mountain Record
in Transformation
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of the Order, including photo-filled updates on 
activities within the sangha, teachings, retreats, 
special projects happening at the Monastery 
and Temple, media reviews, in-depth interviews, 
personal essays, podcasts and video shorts. All of 
this will be available to anyone on the Monastery 
website. 

With mixed feelings but a prevailing sense of 
optimism, we’ll be letting go of the subscription-
based, quarterly journal in both its print and 
digital formats. The next issue of the Mountain 
Record, a tribute and celebration of our decades 
of publication, will be the last to arrive in your 
mailbox. We’ll refund you for any remaining issues 
on your subscription and will be contacting you 
about this soon. From there, we’ll turn our time 
and energy to compiling, editing and designing 
the first edition of the annual Mountain Record, 
which will be for sale in early November 2019. At 
the start of next year we’ll unveil our revamped 
online presence with a variety of original features 
to keep you engaged and connected to your 
home practice and the wider MRO sangha.  

As we’ve been talking about this, time and 
again Daido Roshi has come to our minds. 
Involved in every step of its creation and 

evolution until his passing in 2009, the Mountain 
Record was something he loved so much. When 
I try to imagine what he would say about all this 
(he was always ahead of the curve in adapting 
to new technology), I see his piercing gaze and 
hear his no-nonsense tone: “Okay, but you better 
make it good.” As this next iteration of Mountain 
Record comes into being, we will make it good. 
We will make it powerful and nourishing and 
beautiful and like nothing else out there. You can 
count on us for that. 

Thank you for your support all these years—
from those of you who have been receiving the 
Mountain Record since it was first printed on the 
Monastery copy machine, to those of you who 
are recent subscribers. I hope you will savor this 
issue, our second-to-last, which is fittingly on the 
theme of “Resilience.” Change is a given in this 
life. When it comes, let’s do our very best to take 
care of it, and offer our response for the benefit 
of all beings. 

Yours in the dharma, 
Danica Shoan Ankele

Mountain Record, Managing Editor
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You’ve got to learn to leave the table
When love’s no longer being served.

—Nina Simone

Are you sure, sweetheart, that you want to be 
well?...Just so’s you’re sure, sweetheart, and 
ready to be healed, cause wholeness is no tri-
fling matter. A lot of weight when you’re well.

—Toni Cade Bambara, “The Salt Eaters”

When people ask me how I’m doing, 
I feel a little confused and pause 
for a moment. In my mind I want 

to talk about this deep sense of heaviness 
and despair that feels like mourn ing with 
and for the world. I want to say that a part 
of me doesn’t feel good enough, that this 
was a feeling I was born into, trained in, and 
encouraged to accept--that I do not remem-
ber experience before this.

Growing up, no one had ever talked about 
sexuality or sexual orientation. The boy 
knew he was gay by his mid-teens but did not 
have a language to express it. Even if he did, 
there was danger in saying the words.

After fifth grade, the boy had transferred 
to a mostly white school. He made white 
friends for the first time and began to notice 
that the white kids dressed better, always 
had money, had two parents at home and 

drove nice cars, took vacations, went to 
summer camps, could afford special study 
programs and tutors, were not in the free 
and reduced-price lunch pro gram, and lived 
in multistory homes and nice neighbor-
hoods. At that time, he lived in the projects 
with his mom, did not wear all name brand 
clothes, had gapped teeth; for the first time, 
he felt both poor and Black.

The boy hated riding the school bus home. 
Often he had to stand in the aisle, as the 
bus was always too crowded. As one of the 
younger students on the bus, he was bullied 
and harassed by older kids. Once someone 
jammed a pencil between his buttocks as if 
trying to penetrate him anally. Once, after an 
old er student tripped passing him in the aisle, 
the student rammed his elbow across the boy’s 
lower jaw. Though not in much pain, the boy 
wanted to cry. The only physical violence he 
had ever known was from other Black boys. 
He did not understand how anyone could feel 
safe around them.

One other afternoon the teen stopped at 
a convenience store to buy a snack. By the 
time he was walking out, the cops were wait-
ing on him. The cashier had reported him as 
matching the description of someone who 
had been shoplifting there. The cops asked 

Remembering Love: 
An Informal Contemplation 

on Healing
by Lama Rod Owens 
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for ID and were respectful. The young man 
kept thinking how he didn’t do anything to 
deserve this. Afterward the boy raced home, 
paranoid, and locked himself in his room. 
He had no idea what was wrong with him. 
He was sobbing, terrified, and ashamed for 
being both.

The young man had been larger bodied 
most of his life. He was labeled “fat” in the 
gay male community. Because of this, he felt 
judged, marginalized, and devalued. He felt 
unattractive and undesirable. He felt that 
he was not thin or handsome enough to be 
loved. Those he was attracted to were not 
attracted to him. Once, after chatting with 
another man online using a profile picture 
portraying him as thinner than he was, he 
met him in person. The man took one look 
at him and explained bluntly to the young 
man, “You need to be honest with your self,” 
and walked away. It took the young man 
years to love and trust his body after that.

He was new to Buddhism and was sitting 
his first ten-day intensive retreat. During the 
question-and-answer period after a dharma 
talk, he explained to the white male teacher 
that he felt lonely and marginalized in the 
sangha as the only person of color. The teacher 
suggested that this was something the young 
man struggled with outside of the sangha. The 
young man agreed. The teacher advised him 
to just sit with what he was feeling. The young 
man wanted more and did sit with the feelings 
and knew that the sangha and that teacher 
were not safe for him.

I want to say how much I am feeling my 
personal trauma compounded from lifetimes 
of psychological and emotional violence 
endured and held not only by myself, but by 
many generations before me and passed on 
to me without my con sent. I want to say that 

it breaks my heart that we have to tell little 
Black boys they will have to survive being 
Black and male in a time and place that 
chooses not to hold them warmly or kindly.

And then there was that afternoon when 
Velma had done her best. As a brown-bod-
ied woman engaged in the work of social 
change, she could not continue any longer. 
Activism, racism, misogyny, marriage, and 
work had taken its toll. The struggle for 
mental, physical, and spiritual liberation 
had left her body worn, spirit weak, and her 
mind sick and trembling. As a reward for her 
efforts to take her own life, she found herself 
barely wrapped in a hospital gown, waiting 
for hands to be laid on her.

Minnie came as healer. Velma resisted. 
She couldn’t decide if she was ready to be 
healed. Finally, Minnie checked in: 

Are you sure, sweetheart, that you want to 
be well?...Just so’s you’re sure, sweetheart, 
and ready to be healed, cause wholeness 
is no trifling matter. A lot of weight when 
you’re well.

On Thursday, June 18, 2015, I woke to the 
mourning of nine slaughtered Black bodies 
in Charleston, South Carolina. The brutal-
ity of the massacre was an act of terrorism 
in my own heart, breaking it into a million 
little pieces of aching. I felt that Toni Cade 
Bambara’s classic novel, The Salt Eaters, was 
reading me. I was feeling a little like Velma 
in the novel, lost, frustrated, and resisting. 
Broken. I held onto Minnie’s appeal to 
Velma as if she were speaking to me. I want-
ed and needed healing. I craved for Minnie’s 
hands to be laid on me. I needed to be liber-
ated. This morning I wanted to be whole. I 
wanted the privilege of the weight of what it 
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meant to be well. I wanted to know what it 
meant to be healed.

When did I decide I wanted to carry this 
weight?

If I am to speak of healing, then I must first 
speak of trauma. When I speak of trauma, 
I speak of experiences that impact how we 
relate to ourselves and to others around us. 
These ex periences, mostly related to our 
emotional capacities and also called wound-
edness, hurting, aching, or pain, refer to 
both the subtle and gross experiences that 
make it very difficult to feel confident, safe, 
or to experience happiness, well-being, and 
balance. In this understanding of trauma, 
trauma can be healed. Through the cultiva-
tion of awareness practice, we can learn to 
identify our traumas, accept them, investi-
gate them, and learn to let them go in con-
cert with sustaining heart practices such as 
lovingkindness (metta), taking and sending 
(tonglen), and compassion practices.

In my experience, trauma is the creation 
of a context that does not privilege my deep-
est desire to return home and inhabit my 
own agency and body, but instead triggers 
disembod iment and a loss of awareness of 
the body and its experiences. Thus, trauma 
becomes a cyclical experience of continuous 
unfolding, of continuous movement through 
places without consent as it perpetuates 
terror, despair, hopelessness, and dis  connec-
tion. It is a voyage that never docks at any 
port, but is suspended, unexamined. When 
I am feeling my own trauma, I find that I 
am also seeking some way to find ground, 
an anchor.

Healing is difficult for me to talk about, to 
neatly conceptual ize in a language that com-
municates my relationship to what I consider 

a process of slow but intentional liberation. I 
am ner vous and anxious to speak of healing 
in spaces and places that are suspicious of 
what it means to heal. I know that sometimes 
we distrust healing because it means that we 
have to imagine a different way of being in 
the world beyond our anger, woundedness, or 
despair. Moreover, we believe that to move 
beyond these hurts means that we can no lon-
ger be attuned to the suffering of communities 
and people struggling for justice, equality, or 
basic visibility. Or maybe because we feel that 
healing means forgetting that we have been 
hurt, oppressed, and that there is an oppressor 
who should and must be held accountable for 
their violence.

Perhaps we think healing means weakness, 
that we are no longer strong when we are 
healed or that healing zaps our super-human 
ability of being pissed off and agitated, which 
we think keeps us conscious and present. We 
have learned that anger is a part of the work 
of social liberation, that being angry is what 
motivates and drives us. To a certain extent 
this is true. However, I believe that the true 
blessing of anger is how it can indicate an 
imbalance in our experience and in the world 
around us. But we have to be very clear: Anger 
is not about creating or building up. That is 
the work of loving.

Or maybe we believe that the right to 
healing is only for those who have been hurt 
and oppressed, and we are upset to consider 
that the one who hurts and oppresses is in 
just as much need of healing. It is hard for 
us to consider that if the oppressor is healed, 
then maybe he or she would not reproduce so 
much violence.

When I hear folks’ distrust of healing, 
especially in marginalized and traumatized 
communities, I hear the subtle and nu anced 
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workings of internalized oppression that dis-
tract us from imagining liberation that is not 
about struggling against systems and regimes 
but about transcending the trauma of strug-
gling and residing in the nature of who we 
are as people who can be psychically free 
though physically bound. For when I define 
healing as freedom, I mean to interrogate 
how I am slave to my own self-depreciation 
fueled by internalized oppression.

I want to say that these days when I see 
dead Black men on TV, I see myself; watch-
ing bombs being dropped on communi ties of 
brown people anywhere feels like bombs falling 
on my head. I want to say that sometimes the 
experience of my skin color is one akin to a 
desperate need to rip off a burning outfit. I 
speak about healing because I need you to 
know that if it were not for healing, I would 
not be alive. I would not have sur vived my 
own intersectionality in a time and place that 
strug gle to hold difference warmly or kindly. 
Identity is wounding only because we survive 
in places where difference remains invisible 
instead of being seen and celebrated. Not only 
that, many of us do not know how to celebrate 
our difference be cause we have been taught 
to repress difference in an effort to gain social 
privileges or, to put it another way, access to 
the master’s house. Because I survived my 
intersectionality, I am showing up a survivor 
of conditions that were not set by me but 
that I still must endure. Yet, for this to be 
understood, we must be shown what is required 
to make the possible possible.

Whatever we think love is, love often isn’t. 
It took me years of practice to understand 
what love was. I had always heard about it 
and had often been told of its importance. I 
knew that I was still alive because of the love 

of my mother and others. But love was often 
something I associated with fear. Once, a 
friend confided that self-love was something 
their mother had taught them wasn’t pos-
sible and that my friend should just learn 
to live with that truth. When I heard this, 
something inside of me rebelled and I felt 
sad. I felt upset hearing my friend believed 
this from their mother. I felt upset as well 
because, though I believed in self-love, I 
knew that there was more self-hate than love 
for me at that time. In that moment, I vowed 
to learn to love myself through what seemed 
like thick folds of self-hate.

Love is the wish for myself and others to 
be happy. Love transcends our need to con-
trol the recipient of love. I love not because I 
need something in return. I love not because 
I want to be loved back, but because I see 
and understand love as be ing an expression 
of the spaciousness I experience when I am 
challenging my egoic fixation by thinking 
about the welfare of others. I go where I am 
loved. I go where I am allowed to express 
love. In loving, I have no expectations.

Healing is being situated in love. Healing 
is not just the courage to love, but to be 
loved. It is the courage to want to be happy 
not just for others, but for ourselves as well. 
It is interrogating our bodies as an artifact 
of accumulated traumas and doing the work 
of processing the trauma by developing the 
capacity to notice and be with our pain. 
If we are to heal, then we must allow our 
awareness to settle into and integrate with 
the pain and discomfort that have been 
habitually avoided. We cannot medicate the 
pain away. We embrace it, and in so doing 
establish a new relationship with experi-
ence. We must see that there is something 
that must be befriended. This is the true 
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nature of our experience, and in finally 
approaching this experience we contact 
basic sanity.

Too often love has meant violence in the 
form of our manipulation and control. Many 
of us have learned at an early age that we 

are only lovable if we meet certain condi-
tions and expectations, The message from 
our environments has been something like, 
“You can only be loved if you do _______ 
or if you are ______.”

Because love is conditional, we develop 
the art of performing in order to get the love 
that we need without understanding that 
we, by nature of having been born, have a 
natural right to love and receive love. We are 
controlled by others when we are dependent 
on their love and thus struggle to meet the 
demands that they place on us to receive 
that love.

When we attempt to love out of our 
woundedness, then our loving is only vio-
lence. Love needs spaciousness in our minds 
in order to manifest and endure. If there is 
no space, it is very difficult to experience 
a sense of confidence and trust in our own 
bodies and experience. When none of this is 
present, our movement and interactions in 
the world are limited and selfish. Our hurt is 
our deep identification with a self that can 
and is experiencing pain. When we are iden-

tifying like this, then our actions are more 
about protecting ourselves than generating 
authentic concern for others. We see the 
world around us as antagonistic. Everything 
becomes a threat. Because of this perceived 
threat, we often find ourselves in a height-

ened state of responsiveness, always reacting 
and attacking. In this way, we are protecting 
ourselves against others and further acting 
out of a frustration of never feeling comfort-
able. Our acting perpetuates suffering for 
others and thus violence is reproduced.

Many of us have come out multiple times, 
in many ways. There are always risks with 
coming out. Often that risk is losing the 
love from others. When I think of coming 
out, I am always reminded of coming out as a 
gay person. When I came out to my mother, 
I was twenty-four. She was the first family 
member I came out to. I had been living in 
Boston, in therapy, and nowhere near being 
interested in practicing Dharma. With my 
therapist, I had decided to formally start 
coming out to family. I had started coming 
out to friends at the end of high school and 
was completely out in college, but I had not 
made it a priority to officially come out to 
family. I figured if they found out, they found 
out. If not, oh well. In any case, I had decid-
ed with my therapist that I would tell my 

If we are to heal, then we must allow our awareness to settle 
into and integrate with the pain and discomfort that have been 
habitually avoided. We embrace it, and in so doing establish a 

new relationship with experience. 
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mom the truth during my visit home.
The time chose me strategically. We were 

on our way back from church one afternoon. 
We stopped at a red light and something 
said, “It’s time.” So, I stepped over the ledge 
and hoped the net would catch me. I told 
her that I wanted to tell her that I was gay 
because I wanted her to know. There was a 
pause and then a question from her as to how 
I knew. My response was about my natural 
attraction to and loving of other men. Upon 
arriving home, we observed the great Black 
folk tradition of sitting on the front porch 
as she simply said that nothing had changed 
between us and that she still loved me and 
that she just wanted me to be safe. I think 

the greatest fear we have coming out about 
anything is the possibility that we will not 
be loved by those we need love from. There 
would have been significant woundedness 
if my mother said that she could not accept 
me or love me because of my sexuality. I was 
very fortunate to receive love from a mother 
who, in that one instant, chose not to com-
mit violence by restricting her love but chose 
to love more intensely, thereby becoming an 
agent of my further healing.

When I suffered severe depression, the easiest 
thing to do was hide it. You become quite 
skilled in distracting others from focusing 
on you and your suffering. This is possible 
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because most people are not interested really 
in how others are suffering and certainly not 
interested in their own suffering. There’s no 
judgement here. Suffering is difficult and 
tough.

It’s complicated and very uncomfortable. 
Most of us master the game of distract-
ing ourselves and avoiding vulnerability. I 
kept my disease to myself and found myself  
quietly slipping away, disappearing. Not 
many people noticed.

Healing is movement and work toward 
wholeness. Healing is never a definite loca-
tion but something in process. It is the basic 
ordinary work of staying engaged with our 
own hurt and limitations. Healing does not 

mean forgiveness either, though it is a result 
of it. Healing is knowing our woundedness; 
it is developing an intimacy with the ways in 
which we suffer. Healing is learning to love 
the wound because love draws us into rela-
tionship with it instead of avoiding feeling 
the discomfort.

Healing means we are holding the space 
for our wounded ness and allowing it to open 
our hearts to the reality that we are not the 
only people who are hurt, lonely, angry, or 
frus trated. We must also release the habitual 
aggression that char acterizes our avoidance 
of trauma or any discomfort. My goal is to 
befriend my pain, to relate to it intimately 
as a means to end the suffering of desper-
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ately trying to avoid it. Opening our hearts 
to woundedness helps us to understand that 
everyone else around us carries around the 
same woundedness.

And while I continue to heal myself, I 
continue to hurt my  self. Using racism as an 
example, though I struggle to use my practice 
to bring awareness of internalized oppression 
manifesting as racial trauma, I am also strug-
gling to see how I am also an agent of white 
supremacy as I unconsciously value white 
bodies as aesthetically pleasing and cleaner, 
while simultaneously seeing my body and other 
brown and Black bodies as less attractive. How 
my internalizing of white supremacy urges me 
to be on guard when passing another Black 
male on the sidewalk, to be embarrassed when 
other Black or brown bodies are acting out in 
public spaces, or to hide my rage and despair in 
order to keep white people cozy.

In my healing I am also mourning. 
Sometimes I am in de spair. Mourning and 
despair are very private matters. It is my 
acknowledgment that there is suffering. It is 
my honoring of my discomfort as well as the 
discomfort of everyone else in the world. One 
of the blessings of lovingkindness practice is 
that the heart remains raw, sensitive, and open 
to pain. As I am mourning, I am remembering 
my commitment engendered in my bodhisat-
tva vow, not just to achieve enlightenment to 
free all beings, but to hold the space for the 
pain of beings in my practice as I hold my own. 

When we begin to confront our trauma, we 
give permission for others to do the same. This 
is the work of the contemporary bodhisattva. 
Ultimately, holding the space for the pain to 
be present in our experience and our capacity 
to do this eventually inform the effectiveness 
of our healing and will make us the healer.

The most profound practice I have ever been 
taught by my teachers is simply letting my 
shit fall apart, developing the courage to 
sit with all of my rough edges, the ugliness, 
the destructive and suffocating story lines I 
have perpetuated about myself, and letting 
go of the same suffocating storylines others 
maintain about me. It is this practice that 
sometimes involves sitting in my room alone 
and letting the tears and pain have their 
way. But it is also the practice of learning to 
smile and lean into the hard stuff, allowing 
it to wake me up to make better decisions.

There is healing through lineage. 
Sometimes I cannot describe what I mean 
by lineage. Yet my experience of lineage is 
about being received and held within a field 
of continuous loving-warmth, kindness, and 
compassion. It is about the trans -historical 
gifting of unconditional acceptance. It is 
the inheritance of permission to transcend 
the silliness of living out of the confinement 
of the ego-bound self. It is the permission to 
sprout wings and take to the sky as others 
have before me. Their example becomes the 
heart of the legacy you will leave behind. My 
lineage is also intersectionality. It is evoking 
and honor ing all the little pieces of who I 
am, that which inform the way I show up. 
I summon my identities like I summon the 
ances tors and demand that they speak truth 
to me because if they do not, I am a living 
lie. To be a lie is to go against my purpose as 
a body who holds and shares dharma.

Before I give a dharma talk I am usually 
in silence for some period of time, feeling 
into the community, leaning into what those 
present are projecting, trying to hold the 
space for my fears and anxieties. It is a ten-
der period for me. I need to know that I am 
being held by lineage. I need to know that 
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before I open my mouth, I am speaking lin-
eage. I take the time to call upon my dharma 
lineage, evoking the names of the great mas-
ters such as Tilopa, Naropa, Milarepa as well 
as the living-flesh teachers I am devoted to 
in this life.

I also evoke the blessing of Tara, the 
female Buddha of com passion, to support 
me as I lean into my own discomfort so that 
I can lean into the suffering I sense around 
me. Often I imagine the essence of my lin-
eage in the form of Tara descend ing into me 
like I am possessed. 

I am possessed by Tara. It is moving and 
poignant. Through the blessing of Tara and 
my lineage, I am there, with people, in my 
body, being with and loving all the parts of 
my identity because these parts have taught 
me how to be kind, passionate, fierce, and 
tender at the same time. Tara holds this 
Black queer body in such compassion that 
I do not feel the need to apolo gize for any-
thing. She is the woman holding my hand 
so that I may hold the hand of those who 
have come to me to be held. At some point 
I become the woman, the mother. This is 
when lineage is moving in me.

When I practice lovingkindness, I need 
to remember that I am cared for. I need to 
remember that my feelings of being lonely, 
isolated, and unlovable are essentially the 
illusions perpetuated by my ego fixation. 
When I am practicing, I wish to experience 
the deepest well-being and happiness, and 
gradually I begin wishing that others experi-
ence the same thing. In this way I begin the 
courageous and great work of loving myself 
and extending that same love to as many 
people as I can.

But I was very lucky because as I slipped 
away I began waking up more to what was 

happening and refused to disappear. My 
journey led me into meditation, Buddhism, 
nutrition, physical fitness, and the world 
of alternative healing. I’m lucky to have 
cured myself with the help of healers and 
my teachers, and I’m lucky to be alive. I only 
write this because many of you are suffering 
and feel helpless and stigmatized. Many of 
you will not articulate your suffering and 
will not seek help. I es pecially write to Black 
folks who historically suffer from many forms 
of mental illness that remain undiagnosed. 
We have to start talking about our strug-
gle, especially in light of managing and/or 
transcending this suffering. I also write to 
remember everyone who didn’t make it and 
are not making it. But yes, I have survived 
depression  I’m not ashamed to say that. If 
you need help, I’m here.

In the end, what I have survived is not myself 
but people, systems, and institutions that 
have used physical, emotional, spiritual, and 
other forms of psychic violence to insist that 
I should be something other than myself. It 
is not my particular intersectionality that 
has been my suffering, but rather the suffer-
ing that comes from my intersectionality not 
being honored, accepted, or even celebrated. 
I am a survivor of perpetual invisibility, 
which has often resulted in me doubting 
my self  worth, integrity, and general health. 
Thus, part of my trauma has been believing 
that I do not matter and that the world 
doesn’t care. In my experience, invisibility 
becomes a kind of murder. For communities 
I identify with that are struggling to be seen, 
it is genocide.

I want to say that I will continue smiling at 
police folks. And understand that when you 
blame me for your unexamined issues, I will 
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still want you to be happy. When you call me 
a name meant to hurt me, I will try not to take 
it personally as you are also trying to express 
your own despair. I want to say that I am tired 
of struggling and am practicing being where I 
want to be. In my mind, I am saying all this, 
but I haven’t figured out how to get this across. 
I apologize for my confusion. In the end, my 
healing has been learning to see myself and to 
celebrate myself. It is interrogating the stories 
about how I do not matter and choosing to let go 
of those narratives and engage in the necessary 
and revolutionary work, self-love, and liberation. 
Through self-loving, I can know my aching and 
choose not to show up in reaction to the aching, 
but to show up being informed by my aching 
in a way that wakes me up to the reality that 
everyone else around me is aching as well. I am 
not alone in needing to be seen.

But I also want to say that despite my 
uneasiness in the world, I’m OK and that 
I’m fine with feeling angry and sad because 
that’s a part of my humanity and I am 
learning to have more space to be human. I 
want to say that I try not to blame others so 
much and that I am trying to lean into the 
heaviness and despair, that I’m trying to stay 
open and not shut down. I want to say that 
my speechlessness in reaction to the ugliness 
around me is slowly giving way to a choice to 
honor life with silent contemplation.

In the end, I am no longer the little boy 
having to hold the potential violence of 
those in stress around him, or the little boy 
who is afraid to claim his love for other 
men, or the pre teen who is challenged to 
make meaning out of race and class, or the 
young teen terrified of riding the bus, or the 
young man othered because of his body type, 
or the man who is told that his feelings of 
marginalization are his issue not the issue 

of a sangha steeped in white-supremacist 
cultural norms. I am no longer these people, 
but I remember their stories. They made me 
who I am. Because of them, I have earned 
my dharma. I have been blessed with a tes-
timony.

Again, I remember Velma. I used to be 
Velma. Minnie came to me not once, but 
many times over. Her words were always the 
same: Are you sure, sweetheart, that you want 
to be well?... Just so’s you’re sure, sweetheart, 
and ready to be healed, cause wholeness is no 
trifling matter. A lot of weight when you’re 
well.

Perhaps what I have come to understand, 
finally, is that some how I have become the 
one I have always wanted. This is why I do 
the things that I do. There is a fierce love 
that wakes me up every morning, that makes 
me tell my stories, refuses to let me apologize 
for my being here, blesses me with the capac-
ity to be silent, alone, and grieving when I 
most need to be. You have to understand 
that this is what I mean when I say healing.

May all beings be seen, held kindly, and 
loved. May we all one day surrender to the 
weight of being healed.

Lama Rod Owens is an activist/organizer, poet, and 
graduate of the traditional three-year retreat program 
at Kagyu Thubten Choling Monastery.

From Radical Dharma: Talking Race, Love, and 
Liberation, Copyright © 2016 by Rev. angel 
Kyodo williams, Lama Rod Owens, and Jasmine 
Syedullah, reprinted by permission of North 
Atlantic Books.
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Practicing the 
Good Heart

by Tenzin Palmo
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Many years ago, His Holiness the  
Dalai  Lama came to the remote 
Lahaul Valley in India where I was 

living. He was there for about one week, 
giving Dharma talks and empowerments. 
After one of his talks, which had lasted for 
several hours, I turned to one of the Lahauli 
women and asked, “Do you know what he 
was talking about?”

She said, “I didn’t catch much. But I 
understood that if we have a good heart, 
that’s excellent.” And that is basically it, 
isn’t it? But let’s explore just what we mean 
by a good heart.

In the West, we have so many material 
things. But for many of us there is still a 
profound sense of lack, an emptiness inside, 
which we are unable to fill. Though we 
may strive to fill that void with televisions, 
cars, or houses, the problem is not one of 
how much or how little we have. Rather it 
is a matter of whether we believe material 
possessions will really bring us deep-seated 
satisfaction. This is actually an advantage 
for the West: if we can get over our sense of 
wonder at material possessions, we can begin 
to see that there is something beyond them. 
We have this untold wealth within us, and 
this is what the spiritual path is all about.

There is a need, an urgency now, that 
we become spiritually mature. Opening to 
our human potential, believing in it—we 
have to stand together and support each 
other. It is not the time to be paranoid 
and parochial, fearful and insular; it is not 
the time to close our borders within and 
without. Fearfulness expresses immaturity. 
A genuinely adult person is fearless. As was 
said earlier, bodhisattva means a being who 
strives for enlightenment out of compassion 
for the world; in Tibetan, literally a spiritual 

hero. And we do have to be very courageous 
to stand up to what is happening around us. 
We have to support and respect each other’s 
integrity as human beings,  and we have to 
use our lives in a way which is genuinely 
meaningful. Rather than wander around as 
spiritual beggars, as we normally do, we have 
to learn how to come back into the spiritual 
wealth that is within us.

I remember when I lived in Nepal, every 
morning on my way to visit a lama I would 
pass an old beggar woman on the worn steps 
of Swayambhunath Stupa. She was destitute 
and skinny. I never saw anybody  take care 
of her, or even come near her, and yet 
inwardly she seemed very joyful. Smiling, 
she always greeted me. One morning she 
looked especially radiant, and I thought, 
“She is going to die.” And in fact, the next 
day she was gone. We might well ask, what 
did she have to be so happy about? Why did 
she have this inner joy bubbling up?

During the Cultural Revolution in Tibet, 
many lamas were sent to prisons and hard 
labor camps for ten or twenty years or more. 
They were continu ally abused, tortured, 
and interrogated. And by rights, if they 
had survived, they would have come out 
completely traumatized, broken, and bitter. 
No doubt there were Tibetans who went 
through this experience and came out 
traumatized. But one can meet with lamas 
who went through these terrible experiences, 
and far from being crushed, they are joyful 
and welling over with an inner happiness. 
I met a great master of the Drukpa Kagyu 
lineage, the late H.E. Adeu Rinpoche, and 
said, “Your twenty years in prison must have 
been very difficult.”

“Oh, no, no. It was just like a retreat!” he said 
laughing. “Do you know, they even fed us?”
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Another lama said to  me, “I am so 
grateful for that opportunity. I really learned 
compassion. Before, compassion was a word 
debated in philosophi cal schools. But when 
you’re faced with someone who only wants 
to harm you, then there is this question of  
whether  you fall into  resentment  and fear, 
or surmount that and have tremendous love 
and compassion for your tormentor.”

Whatever our external circumstances, in the 
end happiness or unhappiness depends on 
the mind. Consider that the one companion 
whom we stay with, continually, day and 
night, is our mind. Would you really want 
to travel with someone who endlessly 
complains and tells you how useless you are, 
how hopeless you are; someone who reminds 
you of all the awful things that you have 
done? And yet for many of us, this is how we 
live—with this difficult-to-please, always-
pulling-us-around, tireless critic that is our 
mind. It entirely overlooks our good points, 
and is genuinely a very dreary compan ion. 
No wonder depression is so prevalent in the 
West!

We have to befriend and encourage 
ourselves. We have to remind our  selves of 
our goodness as well as consider what may 
need improvement. We have to remember, 
especially, our essential nature. It is covered 
over, but wisdom and compassion are ever 
present. In the West, we so often undercut 
ourselves because we don’t believe in 
ourselves. The first time I met His Holiness 
the Sixteenth Karmapa, in Calcutta in 
1965, he said to me within the first ten 
minutes, “Your problem is that you have no 
confidence. You don’t believe in yourself. 
If you don’t believe in yourself, who will 
believe in you?” And  that is true.

Since beginningless time we have been 
utterly pure and perfect. According to the 
Buddhist view, our original mind is like 
the sky. It has no center and no limit. The 
mind is infinitely vast. It is not composed of 
“me” and “mine.” It is what interconnects 
us with all beings—it is our true nature. 
Unfortunately, it has become obscured by 
clouds, and we identify with these clouds 
rather than with the deep blue eternal sky. 
And because we identify with the clouds, 
we have very limited ideas regarding who 
we really are. If we truly understood that 
from the very beginning we have been 
perfect, but that somehow confusion arose 
and covered our true nature, then there 
would be no question of feeling oneself 
unworthy. The potential for enlightenment 
is always here, for each one of us, if we could 
but recognize it.

Once we acknowledge this, then our 
words about having a good heart can truly 
make sense. Because then we are expressing 
our essential nature through kindness, 
compassion, and understanding. It is not a 
matter of trying to develop something that 
we do not already have. Seeing this through 
the lens of another  metaphor,  we may feel 
that opening to our essential nature is as 
coming back to a pure spring. Inside us, we 
have a spring of everlasting wisdom and 
love. It is ever-present and yet it has become 
blocked, and we feel dry within ourselves,  
as dry as the earth can be. Clinging to all  
these terribly false identifications, we do 
not recognize the pure fathomless spring 
underneath.

The point is that when our mind is filled  
with generosity and thoughts of kindness, 
compassion, and contentment, the mind  
feels  well. When our mind is full of anger, 
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irritation, self-pity, greed, and grasping, the 
mind feels sick. And if we really inquire into 
the matter, we can see that we have the 
choice: we can decide to a large extent what 
sort of thoughts  and feelings will occupy our 
mind. When negative thoughts come up, we 
can recognize them, accept them, and let 
them go. We can choose not to follow them, 

which would only add more fuel to the fire. 
And when good thoughts come to mind-
thoughts  of kindness, caring, generosity, and 
contentment,  and a sense of not holding on 
so tightly to things any more, we can accept 
and encourage that, more and more. We can 
do this. We are the guardian of the precious 
treasure that is our own mind.

When the Buddha spoke of the practice 
of loving-kindness, he said there were two 
ways in which to engage it. We could 
send out thoughts of love in all directions–
north, south, east, west, up and down and 
everywhere. Directionless, we radiate loving-
kindness to all beings in the world. Or, the 
Buddha said, we could begin our practice 
with the people we like–our family, partner, 
children, friends–over time extending our 
range to people we feel indifferent toward 
and then to people we dislike. Eventually our 
practice of loving-kindness reaches out still 
further to embrace all beings everywhere. 
But before doing any of this, the Buddha said 
that we are to begin our prac tice by radiating 

loving-kindness to ourselves. We start by 
thinking, “May I be well and happy. May I 
be peaceful and at my ease.”

If we do not first feel that sense of kindness 
toward ourselves, how are we ever going to be 
kind to others? We are opening to love and 
compassion for all sentient beings—humans, 
animals, insects, fish, birds—beings both  

seen and unseen, beings in the higher realms 
and in the lower realms, beings throughout 
the universe. All sentient beings are the 
object of our love and our compassion. So 
how is it then that we omit the being right 
here, the one who is opening to this endless 
love? Practicing like this would be like 
radiating light while standing in the dark. 
And that is not right. We must first extend 
our loving-kindness toward the being who is 
also in need: oneself. This is very much part 
of what it means to develop a good heart.

When I was with my own lama, Khamtrul  
Rinpoche, I would think he was like a 
mountain. I mean, he was a big man. But 
he was like a mountain because he was so 
unshakable, and I would think, “Even if the 
sky fell down, Rinpoche could deal with it.” 
He gave the impression of being completely 
capable in all situations; nothing could ruffle 
him. There was a tremendous sense of quiet 
power. Another student once said to me, 
“Why is it that when Rinpoche just drinks a 
cup of coffee it has so much significance, but 

Opening to our essential nature is as if coming back to 
a pure spring. Inside us, we have a spring of everlasting 

wisdom and love. It is ever-present. 
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We are the guardian of the precious 
treasure that is our own mind.
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when we drink it doesn’t  mean  anything?” 
And it was true!

Once, in a dream, I was in a theatre in the 
wings. On the stage was a very high throne, 
and on it was sitting His Holiness the 
Sixteenth Karmapa. All the spotlights were 
shining on him. The audience was there.  
And  before their eyes he was transforming 
himself into all the various peaceful and 
wrathful deities. I remember thinking, 
“Well, that’s pretty  wonderful,  but it’s a 
bit ostentatious.” And then I turned, and 
saw that my lama Khamtrul Rinpoche was 
also standing in the wings, watching His 
Holiness. And then as I looked at Khamtrul 
Rinpoche I saw that inside him were all the 
deities, while on the outside, he just looked 
like a lama. He gave me that look which 
said, “Do understand!” I realized then that 
it was His Holiness the Karmapa’s activity 
to show all these wonders. But I also realized 
that it was Khamtrul Rinpoche’s activity 
to keep it all hidden. And both were really 
the same. Each was manifesting his Buddha 
activity in a different way. So, some lamas 
are more forthright. Others are very hidden. 
But it is the quality of their inner realization 
that counts.

A genuinely good heart is based on 
understanding the situation as it really is. 
It is not a matter of sentimentality. Nor is 
a good heart just a matter of going around 
in a kind of euphoria of fake love, denying 
suffering, and say ing that all is bliss and 
joy. It is not like that. A genuinely good 
heart is a heart that is open and alight with 
understanding. It listens to the sorrows of 
the world. Our society is wrong to think that 
happiness depends on fulfilling one’s own 
wants and desires. That is why our society is 
so miserable. We are a society of individuals, 

all obsessed with trying to obtain our own 
happiness. We are cut off from our sense of 
interconnection with others; we are cut off 
from reality. Because in reality, we are all 
interconnected.

Let us start from where we are. And let us 
start with who we are. It’s no good wanting 
to be somebody else; it’s no good fantasizing 
about what it would be like if we were this or 
that. We have to start from here and now, in 
the situation that we are in. We have to deal 
with our family and friends and all whom 
we meet. That is the challenge. Sometimes 
we avoid our present circumstances and 
think that surely we will meet with the 
perfect situation somewhere. But that will 
never happen. There will never be an  ideal  
time and place because we take the same 
mind with us everywhere. The problem isn’t 
out there; the problem is usually within 
us. And so we need to cultivate our inner 
transformation. Once we have developed 
our inner change, we can deal with whatever 
happens.

The Buddha spoke of the truth of suffering  
and the cause of suffering. The cause of 
suffering is grasping. We hold on to things so 
tightly because we do not know how to hold 
them lightly. But everything is impermanent. 
Everything is flowing. Nothing is static or 
solid. We cannot hold to anything. Holding 
on causes us so much fear and pain. It is not 
an expression of love. Love opens the heart. 
A loving heart expresses, very simply, “May 
you be well and happy.” It does not say, “May 
you make me well and happy.” The term 
“heaven” implies that in the end, all our 
problems will be forever resolved. But in the 
Mahayana ideal, our motivation is to perfect 
ourselves solely that we may become the 



39

servant of others throughout eternity. In this 
light, we may imagine: If there were no great 
masters in the world, what would beings do? 
There would be no hope.

I once had a dream in which I was 
escaping from a very frightening totali tarian 
state. Just as I was about to cross the border 
to a safe and beautiful country, I thought, 
“How is it that I am able to escape? From my 
side, I have really done nothing—so what is 
it that is allowing me to escape like this?” 
As I looked toward the customs point at the 
barrier, I saw a man standing there, watching 
me, and I thought, “It’s him! What is he doing 
here? He doesn’t even belong to this horrible 
country. He belongs to that beautiful, free 
country. He doesn’t have to live here. But if 
he didn’t, people like me could never get out! 
It’s because of him that I am free.” I woke up 
crying and recollected that the man in the 
dream was my lama, Khamtrul Rinpoche. He 
was wearing lay clothes, but it was certainly 
him. I was so overwhelmed by the dream, by 
the understanding of his incredible kindness 
and compassion and of what he had to suffer, 
when he didn’t need to at all. He simply 
suffered out of com passion for beings like me 
who could not manage without him. That 
is what a high bodhisattva is. They do not 
need to be in this world—they could just 
groove it out in some wonderful Buddha 
Pure Land, but yet they come back here. 
Bodhisattvas come back to help us out of 
pure unconditional compas sion. And this is 
what we open to within ourselves.

The bodhisattva aspiration leads us to 
enlightenment, to the fullness of wisdom 
and compassion, so that we may be of eternal 
benefit to others. It is a most profound 
aspiration. One aspires to be a bodhisattva 
not in order to reach out for the bliss of 

paradise, heaven, or any kind of pure land, 
but rather to come back, again and again, 
in whatever form that will be of benefit to 
others—wherever there is need. Bodhichitta 
is the generation of great compassion, which 
is all-encompassing. It extends to all beings 
everywhere. Such compassion cannot rest 
for even one moment in idle bliss and 
pleasure—it is ever-present for the sake 
of others. Bodhichitta is expressive of the 
intercon nection of all beings. And we are all 
interconnected.

Our exploration of compassion may seem 
a bit heavy, but if we look at Chenrezig, 
the Bodhisattva of Compassion, we can see 
that he is smiling. All the bodhisattvas are 
smiling. There are none that are weeping or 
in anguish. When we meet great lamas and 
teachers from other traditions, we may note 
not only their inner tranquility but their 
radiance! When we are in their presence, we 
feel peaceful and happy. Although the task 
of liberating all beings may seem difficult, 
we learn through our spiritual practice to 
see the situation as it truly is. As we open 
to the wisdom and compassion within us, as 
we open to our inherently empty spacious 
nature, we find that everything lightens up. 
Perceiving at a very deep level that it is all 
just a dream from which we can wake up, we 
can truly smile.

Jetsunma Tenzim Palmo was one of the first western 
women to ordain as a nun in the Tibetan tradition. 
She is an author, teacher, and the founder of Dongyu 
Gatsal Ling Nunnery in Himachal Pradesh, India.

From Into the Heart of Life, Copyright 2011 by 
Tenzin Palmo. Reprinted by permission of Snow 
Lion Publications. 
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Some run away from home, some escape the hermitage.
No orchard bears fruit for the barren mind.
Day and night, count the rosary of your breath,
and stay put wherever you are.

Hermit or householder: same difference.
If you’ve dissolved your desires in the river of time,
you will see that the Lord is everywhere and is perfect.
As you know, so shall you be.

Some, who have closed their eyes, are wide awake.
Some, who look out at the world, are fast asleep.
Some who bathe in sacred pools remain dirty.
Some are at home in the world but keep their hands clean.

I, Lalla
by Lal Ded

From I, Lalla: The Poems of Lal Ed, translated by Ranjit Hoskote, Copyright © 2011 by Ranjit 
Hoskote, used by permission of Penguin Books
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Standing in the 
Shadow of Hope
by Austin Channing Brown
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Christians talk about love a lot. It’s one of 
our fa vorite words, especially when the 
topic is race.

If we could just learn to love one another ...
Love trumps hate . . .
Love someone different from you today . . .

But I have found this love to be largely 
inconsequential. More often than not, my 
experience has been that whiteness sees love as a 
prize it is owed, rather than a moral obligation it 
must demonstrate. Love, for whiteness, dissolves 
into a demand for grace, for niceness, for endless 
patience—to keep everyone feeling comfortable 
while hearts are being changed. In this way, 
so-called love dodges any responsibility for 
action and waits for the great catalytic moment 
that finally spurs accountability.

I am not interested in love that is aloof. In a 
love that refuses hard work, instead demanding 
a bite size education that doesn’t transform 
anything. In a love that qualifies the statement 
“Black lives matter,” because it is unconvinced 
this is true. I am not interested in a love that 
refuses to see systems and structures of injustice, 
preferring to ask itself only about personal 
intentions.

This aloof kind of love is useless to me.
I need a love that is troubled by injustice. A 

love that is provoked to anger when Black folks, 
includ ing our children, lie dead in the streets. A 
love that can no longer be concerned with tone 
because it is concerned with life. A love that 
has no tolerance for hate, no excuses for racist 
decisions, no content ment in the status quo. I 
need a love that is fierce in its resilience and 
sacrifice. I need a love that chooses justice.

But I have learned that when I expect this 
kind of love for my Black female body, it means 
inviting hopelessness to my doorstep.

Hopelessness and I have become good friends.

When Ta-Nehisi Coates released his landmark 
book Between the World and Me, a stunning 
memoir of Black life in America, much of 
the talk in both secular and Christian circles 
revolved around the question of hope. Was 
Coates being too cynical by describing race 
relations to his son in such bleak terms? Why 
write such a depressing book? Is Coates that 
hopeless in real life? People read his words about 
America—about its history, about its present, 
about the realities of living in a Black body—
and then demanded hopefulness. It boggles the 
mind.

For me, Coates’s words contain relief in that 
they were spoken aloud, in public, with the force-
fulness history demands. But talking about race 
in America is not usually a hopeful experience 
if you’re Black. It brings no pleasure to speak 
of the hatred inflicted on our souls, the stories 
of discrimination and pain and injustices large 
and small that populate our lives. At the same 
time, we are barraged by society’s reinforcement 
that we are less than. I may be grieving the 
murder of Trayvon Martin and at the same time 
dodging the inquisitive fingers of a white woman 
reaching to touch my hair. I may be angry 
over the events in Ferguson and in the same 
moment attempting to respond with dignity 
to a white man who treats me as his verbal 
punching bag. I may have just heard about the 
latest racist words spewed by a white talk-show 
host, actor, or politician on the same day when 
I’m trying to claim my space in the classroom 
or on my college campus. The persistence of 
racism in America —individual and societal—is 
altogether overwhelm ing. It doesn’t lay the best 
fertilizer for hope to grow.

And so hope for me has died one thousand 
deaths. I hoped that friend would get it, but hope 
died. I hoped that person would be an ally for 
life, but hope died. I hoped that my organization 
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really desired change, but hope died. I hoped I’d 
be treated with the full respect I deserve at my 
job, but hope died. I hoped that racist policies 
would change, and just policies would never be 
reversed, but hope died. I hoped the perpetrator 
in uniform would be brought to justice this 
time, but hope died. I hoped history would stop 
repeating itself, but hope died. I hoped things 
would be better for my children, but hope died.

So I have learned not to fear the death of 
hope. In order for me to stay in this work, hope 
must die. I do not enjoy the tears that come 
from these great disappointments. I do not look 
forward to future racialized traumas. I don’t 
really want to recount all the ways that hope 
has let me down; it’s so damn painful. But all 
of this comes with living, with struggling, with 
believing in the possibility of change. The death 
of hope gives way to a sadness that heals, to 
anger that inspires, to a wisdom that empowers 
me the next time I get to work, pick up my pen, 
join a march, tell my story.

The death of hope begins in fury, ferocious 
as a wildfire. It feels uncontrollable, disastrous 
at first, as if it will destroy everything in the 
vicinity—but in the midst of the fury, I am 
forced to find my center. What is left when hope 
is gone? What is left when the source of my hope 
has failed? Each death of hope has been painful 
and costly. But in the mourning there always 
rises a new clarity about the world, about the 
Church, about myself, about God.

And in this there is new life. Realignment. 
Rediscovery.

And on the really good days: renewal.
I cannot hope in whiteness. I cannot hope 

in white people or white institutions or white 
America. I cannot hope in lawmakers or 
politicians, and I cannot hope even in pastors or 
ministries or mission statements. I cannot hope 
in misquoted wisdom from MLK, superficial 

ethnic heritage celebrations, or love that is aloof. 
I cannot hope even in myself. I am no one’s 
savior. The longer this list gets, the more elusive 
hope becomes.

And so, instead of waiting for the bright sun  
shine, I have learned to rest in the shadow of 
hope.

Shortly after the publication of his book, 
Ta  Nehisi Coates was asked if he had reason 
to hope that racism in America will one day 
change. He responded:

Slavery in this country was 250 years. What that 
means is that there were African Americans who 
were born in this country in 1750/1760 and if they 
looked backwards their parents were slaves. Their 
grandparents were slaves. Their great grandparents 
were slaves. If they looked forward, their children 
would be slaves. Their grandchildren would be 
slaves. And possibly, their great grandchil dren 
will be slaves. There was no real hope within their 
individual life span of ending enslavement —the 
most brutal form of degradation in this country’s 
history. There was nothing in their life that said, 
“This will end in my lifetime. I will see the end of 
this.” And they struggled. And they resisted.

This is the shadow of hope. Knowing that 
we may never see the realization of our dreams, 
and yet still showing up. I do not believe that I 
or my children or my grandchildren will live in 
an America that has achieved racial equality. I 
do not believe this is a problem that America 
will fix within any soon-coming generation. 
And so I stand in the legacy of all that Black 
Americans have already accomplished—in their 
resistance, in their teachings, in their voices, in 
their faith—and I work toward a world unseen, 
currently unimaginable. I am not enslaved, and 
yet I look back and see centuries of creative 
evolution of the hatred for Black bodies. I look 
at the present-police brutality, racial dispari-
ties, backlash against being “politically correct,” 
hatred for our first Black president, the gutting 
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of the Voting Rights Act, and the election of 
a chief executive who stoked the fire of racial 
animosity to win—and I ask myself, Where 
is your hope, Austin? The answer: It is but a 
shadow.

It is working in the dark, not knowing if 
any thing I do will ever make a difference. It is 
speaking anyway, writing anyway, loving anyway. 
It  is  enduring disappointment and then getting 
back to work. It is knowing this book may be 
read only by my Momma, and writing it anyway. 
It is pushing back, even though my words will 
never be big enough, powerful enough, weighty 
enough to change every  thing. It is knowing that 
God is  God and I am not. This is the cool place 
from where I demand a love that matters. In this 
place, I see the sun setting behind me, its light 
as far away as the stars, and I let the limitations 
of hope settle over me. I possess not the strength 
of hope but its weakness, its fragility, its ability 
to die. Because I must demand anyway. It is my 
birthright. It is the culmination of everything 
my ancestors endured, of all that my parents 
taught me, of the Blackness that rescued me. 
How dare I consider surrender simply because I 
want the warmth of the sun? This warmth has 
not been promised to me. My faith does not 
require it.

When the sun happens to shine, I bask in the 
rays. But I know I cannot stay there. That is not 
my place to stand. So I abide in the shadows , 
and let hope have its day and its death. It is my 
duty to live anyway.

Austin Channing Brown is a writer, speaker, and 
practitioner who helps schools, nonprofits, and religious 
organizations practice genuine inclusion.

From I’m Still Here: Black Dignity in a World Made for 
Whiteness, Copyright © 2018 by Austin Channing 
Brown, reprinted by permission of Convergent Books.
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A Great Challenge
by Thanissara
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In Zen practice, the journey of awakening 
is placed within the meta phor of 
ascending the mountain and returning to 

the marketplace with bliss  bestowing hands. 
While enlightenment was the culmination of 
Siddhar tha’s search, it was also the beginning 
of another journey. His insight still had to 
be honed, tested, and communicated to the 
people around him. He didn’t ascend to heaven, 
or float away in nibbanic bliss, or have a 
jeweled crown placed on his head to be adored 
forevermore. This is a childish view, which 
some people attempt to live, manipulating 
the world and others to accommodate their 
spiritual narcissism and inflation, usually with 
dubious results. After awakening, even in 
small ways, we have the challenging task of 
living and demonstrating our understanding 
within the world. This includes the world 
of relationship, money, livelihood, including 
what we say and do, and more important, the 
consciousness we do it from. The other side of 
insight and the clarity we hone in meditation 
is the rather messy business of human life.

After his glorious awakening, the Buddha 
was very reluctant to return to the marketplace. 
In fact, he decided not to. He thought about 
how difficult it would be to communicate the 
subtlety of his realization. He knew it would 
be challenging, and he wasn’t sure he was up 
for it. Instead he felt more inclined to enjoy 
his own freedom, and just leave the world to 
its own devices:

Why should I teach what I attained with such 
difficulty? This Dhamma won’t make sense to 
those bound by greed and consumed by hatred; 
blinded by passions, impaled within darkness, 
they won’t see what goes against the current, 
so subtle, profound, difficult, and delicate.

It’s easy to sympathize. His estimation 
that it would be challenging to teach the 

Dharma was absolutely true. Besides trying 
to communicate a subtle understanding to 
those caught in various degrees of ignorance, 
he knew he would have to confront the status 
quo of the time. No one does that without 
realizing it’s a dangerous and sometimes lonely 
business. He would also have to face his 
tribe and family, who felt abandoned by him. 
Moreover, he had already been judged and 
rejected; maybe he didn’t want to go through 
that again. None of this seemed particularly 
easy. He may have even thought it was simply 
impossible. After all, breaking new ground is 
not only daunting, but it’s also hard to be sure 
it will go well. Maybe he would fail and die 
miserably.

When we stand at the cusp of a new 
paradigm, we face a similar challenge. Even 
as we wake up to the realities of our present 
climate cri sis, we falter. We know what needs 
to happen, that we need to radically change 
our ways of living and generating energy 
if we are to have any hope of survival. Yet 
the challenge is overwhelming. If you drive 
into any city in the world at rush hour, 
thousands upon thousands of cars, many 
with only one occupant, are burning up 
precious fuel. As I write, it’s the Fourth of 
July, Independence Day in America. Outside 
on Lake Chickamauga, people are having fun 
racing around in motorboats and on jet skis. 
It is innocent fun, but it’s a party we can no 
longer afford. 

We can’t afford, on any level, the oil and 
resource wars, and the dangerous extrac tion 
of fossil fuels that will poison, and pollute 
further. We can’t hope to maintain human 
society if we allow the fossil fuel empire, and 
corporate power, to enact a global coup d’etat 
over democracy. The willful distor tion of truth 
for political gain at the behest of an immense 
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petroleum empire, which employs the most 
insidious use of power, and the sheer enormity 
of the task ahead, can lead us all to the 
same conclusion as the Buddha: It’s just too 
difficult! We are bound by greed and consumed 
by hatred; blinded by passions, impaled within 
darkness. We simply can’t or won’t see what 
goes against the current. However, the true 
Independence Day is not from the old colonial 
power of Britain. We now need independence 
from the forces that would drive our human 
civilization to collapse and render our planet 
unlivable.

At the moment the Buddha faltered, when he 
started thinking about retreating from the 
world, the faithful devas, who had cheered 
him on and who were still celebrating his 
success in their refined realms of pleasure and 
creativity, were devastated. They were simply 
horrified that he might he thinking of retiring 
to the Himalayas, renouncing his destiny to 
shine the brightest of lights in a world filled 
with shadows. The classical story tells us that 
in response to the Buddha’s reluctance, an 
illustrious, resplendent deva from the Brahma 
realm came to his assistance.

Then Brahma Sahampati, having known 
with his own awareness the line of thinking 
in the Blessed One’s awareness, thought: “The 
world is lost! The world is destroyed! The 
mind of the Tathagata...inclines to dwelling at 
ease, not to teaching the Dhamma!”

The Sutta goes on to say, just as a strong 
man might flex his extended arm, Brahma 
Sahampati disappeared from the Brahma-
world and reap peared in front of the Blessed 
One. Arranging his upper robe over one 
shoulder, he knelt down with his right knee on 
the ground, saluted the Blessed One with his 
hands before his heart, and said to him, “Lord, 

let the Blessed One teach the Dhamma! 
...There are beings with little dust in their 
eyes that are falling away because they do not 
hear the Dhamma. There will be those who 
will understand the Dhamma.... Rise up, hero, 
victor in battle! O Teacher, wander without 
debt in the world. Teach the Dhamma, O 
Blessed One: There will be those who will 
understand.” 

There are always those who “get it.” And for 
want of trying, they would be left in the dark, 
alone and without support. This exchange 
between the Buddha and the Brahma god 
Sahampati is tremendously important. The 
concern for others and that the truth be 
disseminated is an imperative from the realms 
of the divine. The wheel of the Dharma must 
be turned out of compassion for living beings, 
and out of a need to evolve the world. In spite 
of the difficulties, the Buddha’s response gives 
a clear precedent for compassionate response 
within the world: 

Then the Blessed One, having understood 
Brahma Sahampati’s invitation, out of 
compassion for beings, surveyed the world with 
the eye of an Awakened One. As he did so, he 
saw beings with little dust in their eyes and 
those with much, those with keen faculties and 
those with dull, those with good attributes and 
those with bad, those easy and those hard to 
teach. Having seen this, he answered Brahma 
Sahampati in verse: Wide open is the door to 
the deathless to all who have ears to hear. May 
those with faith, receive the Dharma.

In contemporary Buddhist thought, Mara, 
that which deludes, se duces, and distorts, and 
Sahampati as a counter force, are interpreted as 
the Buddha’s own psycho-dynamic processes, 
or as an archetypal dynamic. The worldview at 
the time of the Buddha, however, personified 
the psychological and archetypal realms as 
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actual spirit or cosmological beings. In many 
cultures, energies felt as transpersonal, tangible, 
and influential are real. Contemporary 
secular Buddhism tends to reduce Dharma, 
and the awakening process, to a purely 
personal psychologi cal practice. It strips away 
the transpersonal, mythical, archetypal, 
communal, cosmological, mystical, and the 
unexpected appearance of divine impulse. 
When touched by the divine, we experience 
grace. We open into a deep web of intelligence 
that expands our small and partial view of what 
is possible. If we interpret everything through 
our own limitations, or see awakening within 
the confines of our own known parameters, we 
reduce the potential for quantum revelation, 
like the shift that enabled the Buddha to walk 
back into the fire of the world.

While realistic about the daunting challenge 
to secure a sustainable ecosystem, we also 
need that divine impulse that supports faith 
and hope. The Buddha said, “May those with 
faith, receive the Dhamma.” In medi tation, 
as we allow ourselves to release from our 
known strategies, we enter the mystery of the 
deeper intelligence of life. When we touch that 
mystery with knowing awareness, it is revelatory. 
It initiates quantum so lutions.

 As we listen in to the deeper presence of 
our own heart, we will find the faith to keep 
going. Here, we leap beyond our fears and 
doubts. Something else can happen. We find 
a refuge and the possibility that there are 
forces of goodness that protect and support 
our endeavors. Einstein said, “Every one who 
is seriously involved in the pursuit of science 
becomes convinced that a spirit is manifest 
in the laws of the Universe. A spirit vastly 
superior to that of humankind, and one in the 
face of which, we with our modest powers, must 
feel humble.”

The Buddha taught, “Hatred is never overcome 
by hatred, only by love is hatred overcome, 
this is the timeless truth.” Descending from 
the mountaintop to enter the marketplace, 
we enter the difficult journey of love. While 
wisdom liberates, as was the case for the 
Buddha on the night of his blissful awakening, 
compassion is a slower evolution, honed in the 
fire of relationship. The path of compassion 
is a challenging one. We learn it not through 
idealization, but through having our ideals 
burnt to ash by the challenge of meeting the 
world. No wonder the Buddha felt considerable 
apprehension when he trying to go back to 
the world he left behind. No wonder we feel 
apprehensive by the immense challenges of 
our time. 

We could judge the world as a lost cause, 
and focus on being a “carbon-free person,” 
but the truth is, we can’t just hide out in our 
spiritual safe havens. We are part of a global 
system. To bring about the changes needed, 
we now have to work together and reach out 
across the boundaries, petty prejudices, and 
resentments we have collectively nurtured 
over millennia. It is a daunting task, but 
we should take heart: there is always help, 
sometimes from unexpected places, like the 
divine appearance of Sahampati, who spurred 
the Buddha on. To return to the marketplace 
is humbling journey. We will fall many times. 
I love that Mr. Mandela said, “Count not my 
successes, but the number of times I picked 
myself up after falling.” The important thing 
is that we try. 

Although the Buddha was tempted to give 
up, he didn’t and neither should we. Inspired 
by the spirit of the Dharma, the Buddha 
overcame numerous challenges. He was right 
when he sensed it would be difficult. During his 
forty-one years of teaching he faced criticism, 
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betrayals, famine, wars, deviant and power-
mongering disciplines, death threats, slander, 
and attempts on his life. Yet he continued to 
teach, right to his last breath, leaving a path 
that inspired millions, shaped societies and 
civilizations, and uplifted humans and animals 
throughout the last 2,600 years. At this most 
calamitous of times, the Buddha’s message is 
more important than ever. As we meet the 
terrifying challenge of climate change, and 
the likely energy and social revolutions it will 
initiate, we will be thrust into devastating and 
exhilarating realities. Everything is changing 
now, very fast. And so, taking the Buddha’s 
example to heart, we know compassion as the 
overarching intention for navigating the inner 
and outer landscapes of our dying world.

Wishing: In gladness and in safety, may 
all beings be at ease. Whatever living 
beings there may be; may they be at ease! 
Let none deceive another, or despise any 
being in any state. Let none through 
anger or ill-will wish harm upon another. 
Even as a parent protects with their life 
their child ...so with a boundless heart, 
should one cherish all living beings. 

−The Buddha

Thanissara is an author and a founder of Dharmagiri 
Insight Meditation Centre and Chattanooga Insight. 
She is a core teacher at Insight Meditation Society and 
affiliated teacher at Spirit Rock Meditation Center.

From Time to Stand Up: An Engaged Buddhist 
Manifesto for Our Earth, Copyright © 2015 by 
Thanissara, reprinted by permission of North 
Atlantic Books.



Technology has grown with us, side 
by side, since the dawn of human 
society. Each time that we’ve turned 

to technology to solve a problem or  make 
us more comfortable, we’ve been granted a 
solution.  But it turns out that  all of the 
gifts technology  has bestowed on us have 
come with costs. And now we are facing 
some of our biggest challenges: climate 
change, overpopulation, and biodiversity loss. 
Naturally, we’ve turned to our longtime friend 
and ally—technology—to get us out of this 
mess. But are we asking too much this time?

How do we actually initiate a collective moral 
conversation about moving beyond illusory 
techno-fix solutions, and begin the processes 
of negotiation and behavior change? For the 
conversation to happen, we need three things: 
some assurance that such a conversation is 
possible and can achieve the needed results; the 
social and cultural space for that conversation 
to occur; and the will to have it. In addition, 
some inspiring examples might be helpful.

First, conversations about limits are 
perfectly natural, and we are indeed capable—
genetically as well as culturally—of having 
them and acting on them. Over countless 
generations, human societies learned to 
tame biologically rooted reward seeking with 
culturally learned behaviors geared toward self-
restraint and empathy for others. Prudence, 
thrift, and the willingness to sacrifice on 

There’s No App  
for That

by Richard Heinberg
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behalf of the community are evolved functions 
of the neo-cortex—the part of the brain 
unique to mammals—and are both rooted 
in evolutionary imperatives and also learned 
by example. Traditional human societies 
expended a great deal of effort to provide 
moral guidance, often through myths and 
stories, to foster pro-social behavior and to 
avert ecological overshoot.

Since the advent of consumerism, we have 
cast aside some of those stories in order 
to stoke economic growth. Consumerism 
has promoted greed and individualism, and 
blinds us to the environmental consequences 
of overconsumption. After decades of 
consumerism, it is difficult to rapidly change 
people’s tendency to want  more. However, it 
is possible to redefine what “more” means. 
We can choose to measure success in terms of 
relationships, community solidarity, meaning, 
and shared experiences rather than the mere 
acquisition of things.

In promoting pro-social behaviors that benefit 
the integrity of the natural world, it is important 
to work with human nature—the selfish as well 
as the cooperative parts. While we are deeply 
social creatures who need social relationships 
to thrive—relationships that require giving 
and reciprocity—we are also driven by status 
and reward. We can harness both of these 
aspects of ourselves—the competitive and the 
cooperative—by creating new cultural stories 
(and reviving old ones) in which high status 
and reward are attached to habits and behaviors 
that promote healing, sharing, giving, creating, 
growing, conserving, and thriving within 
constraints. We can also rewire our brains to 
some degree through the formation of new 
habits, but that requires setting intentions and 
sticking to behaviors that may at first seem 
unfamiliar and even uncomfortable.

Part of the challenge we face is that 
our society’s customary sources of moral 
guidance—political and religious institutions 
and their leaders—have come to believe in 
the need for unsustainable growth. Not only 
does government encourage us to consume 
more commercial products, but some religions 
also insist that we have big families and forgo 
contraception. Those messages undermine our 
survival prospects and we must challenge them 
with common sense and moral persuasion.

The public space in which difficult conversations 
about values and limits can occur is getting both 
crowded and scarce. In the twentieth century, 
journalism could change minds, institutions, 
and behaviors. For example,  The Jungle, a 
1906 novel by Upton Sinclair, alerted the 
public to unsanitary practices in the American 
meatpacking industry, resulting in public 
outcry that led to reforms. Similarly,  Silent 
Spring  by Rachel Carson (published in 1962) 
changed public attitudes about pesticides and 
led to the banning of DDT. In the early days 
of television, broadcasts by Edward R. Murrow 
helped bring down the unscrupulous, red-
baiting Senator Joseph McCarthy.

Today it’s more difficult to imagine a single 
journalistic voice having such impact. In 
the decades immediately after World War II, 
information traveled via books, newspapers, 
magazines, radio, and television. Most 
Americans got their nightly news from one 
of three sources. Now we have hundreds 
of cable channels instead of just a few TV 
networks; but more importantly we have the 
Internet—a powerful information technology 
that in some ways subsumes all the others. 
In its wake, the media have morphed into a 
giant echo chamber—or series of them. British 
humorist Stephen Fry calls this development, 
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“The ghettoization of opinion and identity...
apportioning us narrow sources of information 
that accord with our pre-existing views, 
giving a whole new power to cognitive bias, 
entrenching us in our political and social 
beliefs, ever widening the canyon between us 
and those who disagree with us.” 

Without universally trusted news and 
commentary, we are in effect becoming 
re-tribalized, much as communications 
technology guru Marshall McLuhan foretold 
back in the 1960s.  One sub-group’s hard 
scientific data is another’s “fake news.”

Nevertheless, space for such conversations 
still exists at the local level. Think of a 
spectrum of action ranging from the individual 
level at the bottom, ranging up to national 
and global levels at the top. Though action 
is needed at the national and global levels, 
the local community provides a “sweet spot” 
for discussion and engagement. Within the 
community, we interact with one another 
directly and can challenge one another’s 
beliefs. Personal action within the community 
is more likely to be driven by genuine moral 
commitment than by stereotyped national 
political messages (though the latter certainly 
do intrude into local politics). And it’s at the 
community level where those who are affected 
by policy have the greatest ability to shape 
policy.

Effective action can entail running for local 
office, or engaging with local officials on issues 
having to do with land use, development, 
housing, building regulations, and transport 
planning. Beyond the formal machinery of 
local politics, one can create opportunities for 
public education by organizing lectures, study 
groups, and film showings. Local chapters of 
organizations like Transition Initiatives  and 
Business Alliance for Local Living Economies 

(BALLE) can also provide venues for 
conversation and action. As minds are 
changed within the community, an opening 
is created for more national- and global-level 
consideration of topics that may previously 
have seemed off-limits.

Conversations require both listening 
and speaking skills. In a polarized political 
environment, one skill particularly needed is 
the ability to convey meaning and concern 
while avoiding charged rhetoric and loaded 
words; another is the ability to impart 
knowledge without making the listener feel 
stupid or wrong.

The will to confront our pressing problems 
exists. People across the political spectrum 
are worried about the future and want to see 
environmental and social problems solved. But 
we must find ways to mobilize that will, ways 
that actually result in behavior change. The 
old values survive. But we must take individual 
and collective action rooted in those values.

Since the 1970s, environmental organizations 
have played an important role in motivating 
values-based individual and collective action. 
These organizations’ founders understood that 
overpopulation and environmental damage are 
essentially moral problems, and so they crafted 
messages designed to raise awareness and shift 
collective behavior. Some of those messages 
were inevitably perceived as hectoring, 
shaming, or frightening. But, at least up to a 
point, they worked.

Somehow, we must amplify that effort and 
make it much more effective. That will require 
environmentalists to return to their first 
principles. Eco-modernists have said, in effect, 
that with regard to efforts to change collective 
behavior, “We tried that in the ‘70s and it 
didn’t work.” However, to the extent a moral 



message was tried, it did work. Efforts to change 
policy and behavior resulted in cleaner air and 
water, a slew of effective regulations, and the 
adoption of new habits by tens of millions 
of people in industrial societies.  Population 
organizations, by promoting family planning 

and the raising of women’s status in tradition-
bound societies, managed to help reduce the 
global population growth rate.  True, earlier 
generations of environmentalists didn’t 
accomplish enough, but it is wrong to think 
they achieved nothing at all.

A reinvigorated and refined moral 
message is needed to confront a new reality. 
Whereas environmentalists at first merely 
issued warnings of eventual consequences, 
we now see consequences at our doorstep; 
meanwhile warnings are graver, more specific, 
and grounded in abundant data. While 
environmentalists formerly labored to wake 
citizens from a stupefied consumerist trance, 
the option of remaining in that somnambulant 
condition is now available to fewer and 
fewer people as economic growth falters and 
inequality worsens.

The message needed today is one that 
helps masses of people come to terms with a 
rapidly changing world in which inequality 
and climate change are increasingly linked. 
That message must be directed especially 
toward young people, who are entering a world 

already full of humans and their industrial 
wastes, one that is also rapidly emptying of 
species and resources. It is already clear that 
millennials’ priorities are different from those 
of their parents and grandparents: millennials 
are uninterested in car ownership; they want 

experiences instead of things. What they need 
is a way of understanding the moral challenge 
of our time, and opportunities to act on that 
understanding.

Developing a healthy relationship with 
technology will require national technology 
assessment protocols. We must put public 
effort into foreseeing and measuring each 
technology’s impacts on environment, human 
health, psychology, and society. And we must 
do this before that technology’s widespread 
adoption. Some new technologies or their 
applications may deserve to be banned outright. 
Technology assessment is already happening on 
a small scale: several governments (Switzerland, 
Austria, Germany, Denmark, the European 
Parliament) have institutes or departments for 
technology assessment to inform government 
regulatory decisions.  (The United States 
Congress created the Office for Technology 
Assessment in 1972; over the years it published 
hundreds of useful and insightful reports. A 
budget-cutting Congress abolished it in 1995.)

At the same time, we must encourage 

It is possible to redefine what “more” means. We can 
choose to measure success in terms of relationships, 

community solidarity, meaning, and shared experiences 
rather than the mere acquisition of things.
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one another to adopt personal habits of 
reflection with regard to the choice and use 
of technologies. We should each find ways 
to limit our screen time; we should think 
carefully about our choices regarding land 
transport and about whether and how much 
to fly; and we should give morality a place in 
our food choices—whether to eat meat and 
how much of it, and whether to eat organic or 
conventionally grown foods.

As members of communities, we should also 
maintain the keen awareness that these kinds 
of personal moral choices are more readily 
available to middle-class households than to 
low-income families, who may not have the 
option to eat organic, local foods or to buy an 
electric car. We should therefore work within 
our communities to expand the possibilities for 
ethical choice to all people.

It may be helpful to survey some encouraging 
examples in which morally motivated action 
is working to address our three big problems.

Climate   
The best success stories about action to combat 
climate change rarely emerge from national 
capitals; they come instead from places 
like California—especially communities 
like Sonoma, Marin, and Monterey 
Counties, where citizens banded together 
to create their own nonprofit electric utility 
companies  dedicated to expanding renewable 
energy; from Amsterdam and Copenhagen, 
cities committed to minimize the role of the 
automobile; and from villages in Africa where 
cheap solar cells and LEDs are reducing the 
burning of biomass for light. Many cities have 
adopted 100 percent clean energy goals that 
are far more ambitious than commitments by 
their national governments.

Population    
Thailand launched a government-sponsored 
family planning program in 1970. It included 
public messages about the benefits of family 
planning; provision of a broad array of 
contraceptives without prescription; and 
distribution by nurses, midwives, and even 
shopkeepers within communities. By the late 
1980s, the nation’s average lifetime number 
of births per woman had dropped from about 
seven to below the “replacement-level” of 2.1. A 
cost-benefit analysis estimated that Thailand’s 
program prevented 16.1 million unintended 
births between 1972 and 2010, saving the 
government $11.8 billion in social service 
costs, or $16 for every dollar invested in the 
program.

Iran began a national family planning 
program in 1967, and as a result, the nation’s 
lifetime number of births per woman fell 
by nearly two children—from 7.7 in 1966 
to around 6.0 in 1976. However, soon after 
the 1979 revolution, the family planning 
program was dismantled. As a direct result, 
the fertility rate rose to 7.0 in 1980, and 
the rate of population growth jumped to 3.6 
percent annually. Voices of concern inside 
and outside of government forced a change 
in population policies in the late 1980s. 
The Iranian government, with the support 
of Muslim religious leaders, reinstituted 
its national family planning program. The 
average lifetime number of births per woman 
declined from 6.8 in 1984, to 5.5 in 1988, to 
2.8 in 1996, and finally to 1.9 in 2012.

Many other countries with successful family 
planning programs and low fertility rates 
include Bangladesh, Colombia, Indonesia, 
Tunisia, Turkey, and Vietnam. China, with its 
one-child policy (recently revoked), is a special 
case in that its family planning program is not 
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voluntary. The experience of other countries 
shows that coercion is not necessary.

Some of the most effective work to reduce 
unsustainable population growth is being 
led by Population Media Center,  which 
enlists creative artists in countries with high 
population growth rates (which are usually also 
among the world’s poorest nations) to produce 
radio and television dramas featuring strong 
female characters who successfully confront 
issues related to family planning. This strategy 
has been shown to be the most cost-effective 
and humane means of reducing high birth 
rates in these nations.

Species conservation  
At the center of successful biodiversity programs 
is the steady expansion of national parks and 
nature reserves (including marine protected 
areas), as well as efforts to slow deforestation, 
limit bad projects (big dams, mining, etc.), and 
restrict fishing. Conservation organizations, 
including the Nature Conservancy  and the 
World Wildlife Fund, and government agencies 
(using legislation such as the U.S. Endangered 
Species Act), work to rescue animals and 
plants on the brink of extinction. Meanwhile, 
national parks and wilderness areas help 
preserve habitat.

Efforts to help forests migrate in response 
to climate change, to remove invasive species 
from island ecosystems, and to re-populate 
ecosystems with native species are ongoing 
in many nations.  There are many individual 
success stores (Amur tigers, the gray whale, 
the southern white rhinoceros, the mountain 
gorilla, and other endangered animals have 
been saved from extinction—for now), 
however, only the protection of habitat on a 
massive scale will prevent future losses of plant 
and animal species on a terrifying scale.

Inequality 
International development agencies typically 
aim to address inequality by way of bank 
loans for infrastructure spending, hoping to 
nudge poor nations toward the ultimate goal 
of becoming urbanized societies with a large 
middle class and a consumer economy. But 
in a few South American nations—notably 
Ecuador, Peru and Bolivia—a new social 
movement is taking a different developmental 
path altogether. “Buen Vivir,” Spanish for “good 
living” or “living well,” draws from indigenous 
ideas and attitudes to promote a way of living 
based on a mutually respectful, interdependent 
coexistence between humans and nature. It 
refuses to measure well-being in terms of dollar 
incomes and advocates de-growth of the high-
energy economies of the industrialized world.

 
If we do all of the things suggested here, can we 
turn the tide and avert ecological catastrophe and 
social turmoil? There’s no guarantee. But if we 
continue on our present path, no magic machine 
will be able to prevent current trends from 
converging into an unprecedented ecological and 
human crisis. Nor can national governments by 
themselves save the day: they are too invested in 
the current growth-based model of development, 
and in many cases too politically polarized to be 
capable of managing such a profound change of 
direction. Our only real hope is to join together as 
individuals, as households, and as communities to 
weave a new fabric of cooperative action rooted in 
deep and ancient values. That means deliberately 
choosing to live in a world that is sustainable and 
equitable, by following such a world’s inevitable 
and inherent rules.

Becoming better people in a better world: 
there’s no app for that. The good news is, we don’t 
need one. It’s a potential that already lies within 
us, ready to be re-awakened.
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A wooden Buddha gazes down
upon my desk from a small shelf
painted the same color as the walls:
Chinese Dragon. Beside him,
a picture Lucy drew when she was six
shows a bird with human face
and the words Have fun being a parrot
written below it in parrot colors.

Earnestly I vow to become one,
sleek-feathered, able to fly pathless
above human traffic in a kingdom
of light and air, no suffering.

I can’t go on feigning surprise
at the kalpas it’s taken so far,
since they’re all my kalpas.

I follow the path, but it forks.
To the right, faint blazes ruckle the bark.
The trail follows the brook all the way to Nirvana,
where I have never been. To the left,
the path soon splits again: right to Nirvana,
left to the trail that forks.

The Fork
by Chase Takusei Twichell

From Horses Where the Answers Should Have Been, Copyright © 2010 by Chase Twichell, used 
by permission of Copper Canyon Press.
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When people squint at my name on 
something in front of them and 
then ask where I’m from, I tell them 

“Columbus, Ohio.” When they look again and 
then, perhaps more urgently, ask where my 
parents are from, I tell them “New York,” smiling 
more slightly. Occasionally, I’ll get a person who 
asks where their parents were from, and I humor 
that as well. No one has ever gone beyond two 
generations before me, but I look forward to 
the day where it all plays out: me in line at the 
bank, or at a deli, someone attempting to trace 
my lineage to a place they feel makes sense. Me, 
eventually saying, “Well, I’d imagine Africa came 
into play at some point, but now I’m here, so who 
can say really?”

What people are asking in this exercise is 
never about where I’m from. The question they’re 
asking is “why doesn’t your name fit comfortably 
in my mouth?” and we both understand, what this 
is asking, and my toying with the asker usually 
doesn’t win me any points. The answer they are 
digging for is less exciting: my parents converted 
to Islam in the 1970s, when many young black 
American-born New Yorkers found their way 
to the religion. A desire for reconnecting their 
roots to something that felt more like home 
than Christianity. My father, before Islam, was 
Catholic, though I’m not sure of my mother’s 
religion. They took new names. The name 
‘‘Abdurraqib” means servant of the observer” in 
Arabic. It is hard, even now, for people to imagine 
that any Muslim people are not people who came 
here from another country. In the mosque I went 
to as a child, I felt most comfortable because I 

didn’t have to repeat my name to anyone I spoke 
it to, but I did have to apologize for my flimsy 
Arabic, or my distance from tradition. In this 
way, I was often too Muslim for one world, but 
too steeped in American culture for another. But 
the person who has to prepare themselves to yell 
out my coffee shop order as a line grows, snaking 
behind me, is asking where my parents are from. 
So they are asking how I got a name like this. So, 
today, I simply say, “It’s Arabic.”

The distance between curiosity and fear is 
tragically short. They are, like sleep and death, 
within the same family, a quick nudge pushing 
one directly into the other. Because it has been 
so long, what people maybe don’t remember 
about Muslims before September 11 is that there 
was always curiosity that felt like it could take a 
sharp turn into fear at any minute. My fresh man 
year of high school, I found myself pressured by 
teach ers and administration to come to school 
without my kufi, the traditional male head 
covering. I was told it was “a distraction,” as it 
sometimes led to other students snatching it 
off and run ning through the halls with it. The 
school attempted to lean on its “no hats” policy, 
which caused my father to come into the office, 
with Islamic texts by his side. This was in the 
late ‘90s, when a public school surely should 
have had to reckon with stu dents of different 
faiths before, but seemed unequipped to do so. 
When they were met with resistance, when it 
was begrudgingly decided that I could still wear 
my kufi to school, the curiosity shift happened.

The leap from fear to anger can be even 
shorter, particularly when people feel the need 

Fear in Two Winters
by Hanif Abdurraqib
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to defend otherwise abhorrent actions. On the 
morning of September 11, 2001, I woke up in 
my freshman college dorm and started to walk 
down the hall way. It was my new friend Brittany’s 
birthday. In the early stage of college, finding 
and clinging to new friends is vital. Brittany 
played volleyball and I played soccer, so our 
teams had to show up to campus early to train. 
She was from a small town in Ohio, telling me 
on our second night at school that she had only 
ever seen a few black people in her life. This 
was casual, not some  thing said while sitting, 
fascinated in my presence. She would talk to 
me about her town and all of its moral greyness. 
When you are not surrounded by any black 
people, and therefore not directly threatened by 
their presence, it becomes harder to justify seeing 
black people as threatening when you encounter 
them in real life. 

Brittany and I got along because we were 
both escaping, like most people on our small, 
suburban campus. We bonded in the fact that 
we weren’t escaping things that were especially 
harmful to us. All of our siblings had gone to 
college. Our parents supported our dreams. We 
were two athletes, playing sports in college. 
Brittany simply wanted to escape the mundane 
of her small hometown. And I wanted to escape 
what I, at the time, imagined as a strict Muslim 
household. One that restricted my pleasures, my 
ability to fully dance into my rapidly changing 
personality. With me, freedom was emotional, 
and mental, not tied to geography. My father’s 
house was a ten-minute drive from our college’s 
campus. And yet, I lived in a dorm. On the top 
bunk that I jumped off of on September 11 to 
start down the hall to Brittany’s room. I got her a 
card and a small bag of candy that she liked. As 
I walked that morning, I noticed all of the doors 
in the hallway were swung open, and people were 
sitting at the edges of their beds, unusual for a 

Tuesday. In one room, a boy on the baseball team 
was holding his crying girlfriend. In another, 
someone on the phone with their mother, asking 
to be told that everything was going to be okay. 
When I got to Brittany’s room, she was sitting 
on the floor. We watched the second plane hit 
the building together. We watched the smoke 
swallow the sky. We watched, as the people 
jumped, and jumped, and jumped.

By the time I got to college, I had largely 
stopped practicing Islam. I still participated in 
Ramadan, the act of fasting for 30 days in an 
attempt to cleanse the mind, body, and spirit. 
I relied on that, and the structure it provided. 
I stopped wearing a kufi, stopped praying daily, 
unless I was visiting home. I spoke little to no 
Arabic, which I was always self-conscious about 
doing anyway. It felt easier this way, fitting in 
without having to offer explainers. I was making 
the curious parts of myself invisible in the hopes 
that curiosity never turned to fear. 

When I look back now, I find it amazing that 
I didn’t imagine the path that the September 11 
attacks would set us down, and how that path 
would open up the door to global violences 
against Muslims. The greatest emotional impact 
on Americans toward American Muslims is that 
it took curiosity out of the timeline. There was 
now only fear, turning rapidly to anger. In an age 
before rap idly updating social media sites, I would 
read about attacks on Muslims in schoolyards or 
mosques being set on fire, sometimes days after it 
happened. I would worry about my father, going 
to work in a state building every day. And my 
sister, studying in Madison, Wisconsin. Beyond 
that, I felt oddly divorced from it all. As if, when I 
stopped answering the calls to prayer, I inherited 
a type of safety. By the end of September, 
when all of the reports and findings about the 
background of the attackers were being rolled 
out, news reports would have large banners at 
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the bottom asking things like: “DOES ISLAM 
HATE US?” and when professors called my 
Arabic name out in class, it was easy to imagine 
the fresh and sharp stares I got as something else, 
something less burning.

The thing about praying five times a day is that 
it gives you five distinct opportunities to talk to 
God. To bow and ask for forgiveness, even if you’re 
only returning after an hour. I was bad at sticking 
to a prayer schedule as a child. When you are 
young, and everything outside is beckoning, it’s 
hard to not look at that which brings you inside 

as a task and nothing else. But I appreciated the 
idea and routine of it, nonetheless. Even when 
it didn’t feel useful, the persistence of bringing 
myself before some higher power and asking to 
be made clean, again and again. In the months 
after September 11, 2001, I found a quiet spot 
on campus to pray Maghrib prayer in almost 
every evening. Maghrib, the sun prayer, was the 
only one my family consistently made together. 
It worked out, logistically: Maghrib is made at 
sunset, so during most times of the year, it was 
made at a time when my entire family was home. 



There’s something mythical and perfect about 
it, about praying the sun into its rest ing place 
every night, waking up and getting to rise with 
it in the morning. I was the only Muslim on my 
college’s campus. I would pray in a room alone, 
and then ask forgiveness. I found myself, often, 
foolishly praying for the country’s mercy, as if I 
could push my back up against a door that was 
already being broken down from the outside. 
Brittany went home for winter break, back to 
her town where there were no black people and 
certainly no Muslims. When we came back to 
school in January, she barely spoke to me. We 
faded into the background of each other’s lives. 
Some things, it seems, are inescapable.

On the day the new president signs an executive 
order banning refugees from countries that have 
primarily Muslim populations, I step out of my car 
and head to terminal 4 at the John F. Kennedy 
International Airport. It is still cold, and the sun 
isn’t out. The sun hasn’t been out much since the 
new president was inaugurated eight days ago. It 
came out briefly on the east coast the other day, 
just long enough to see what it had been missing. 
I began to wonder if someone I love prayed the 
sun into its resting place and forgot to wish it 
back. On the way here, I stopped to get tea and 
someone asked about my name, where it came 
from, where my family is from. I was patient this 
time. I explained, thinking of the friends I had 
accumulated since college: Muslims with families 
that, unlike mine, were refugees from some of 
the countries on the list of places that America 
was now banning refugees from. People with 
loved ones from these countries, not all of them 
citizens. People who were afraid, wondering if 
they should sever their own ties with this newer, 
even sharper America.

At JFK, a white woman is holding a sign 
that says “WE ARE ALL MUSLIMS” and I 

appreciate the messaging, but I don’t know that 
it lands for me when thinking about the future 
dead that might pile up along some borders while 
trying to flee some state-manufactured terror. 
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I consider how little I feel Muslim today, even 
less than I did in college. I haven’t stepped into 
a mosque in five years. My name, the only thing 
tethering me to peoples idea of what Islam is. But 

I am afraid today, as I was in the winter of 2001. 
This protest is spontaneous. The executive order 
was signed last night, and when word began to 
spread that there were travelers, some citizens, 
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being detained in air ports, people took to the 
streets. Lawyers pushed themselves into airport 
fast food joints, picking up the WiFi signals so 
that they could start to do work to get detained 
people free. It is a comforting and uniting protest, 
one that isn’t rooted in much shared ideology 
beyond people simply being angry. One man 
next to me tells me that he didn’t vote at all, 
but he was “pissed off” when he read the news 
this morning. “You just can’t cross a moral line 
like that,” he said, in a thick New York accent. 
“Fuck that guy. The Statue of Liberty is right 
over there.”

It is eight days in to this new and violent empire 
that is build ing upon a legacy of violent empires 
before it, and I have finally stopped trying to tell 
myself that everything is going to be all right. 
There is no retaliation like American retaliation, 
for it is long, drawn out, and willing to strike 
relentlessly, regardless of the damage it has done. 
September 11 is used as a tithe in our church 
of brutality, even 15 years and endless bombs 
down the road. The U.S. ignored the Geneva 
Convention, raping, sodomizing, and torturing 
prisoners of war at their black site bases round 
the world. The military bombed wedding parties 
consisting mostly of women and children in Iraq 
at Mukaradeeb, and in Afghanistan at Wech 
Baghtu and Deh Bala. Here, we are saying that 
we will tear your country apart, we will give 
birth to the ter ror within, and then we will leave 
you to drown in it. This feels, tonight, like a 
particularly immense type of evil. Real power, I 
am reminded, doesn’t need a new reason to stop 
pretending to be what it actually is underneath. 
All of the old reasons are enough to seduce. 

On my phone, a Muslim friend texts me to ask 
how my family is. If any of them are in danger. I 
tell her no, that I am standing, now, in the city 
where my mother and father were born. There is 

no border that my living family can be pushed to 
the edges of, even though a country glares at our 
name and wishes otherwise.

I still say Allahu Akbar often. It simply means 
“God is Greater” in Arabic. In the rare times that 
I would be called to lead prayer in my home when 
I was younger, I would stumble through all of the 
Arabic without confidence, except for the ending 
of the prayer, when I would easily and proudly 
shout Allahu Akbar, the only Arabic that fit 
comfortably over my tongue. Now, it is associated 
with a call of terrorists before some vicious act is 
committed in the name of Allah. The perversion 
of it hasn’t pulled me away. I still say it in praise, 
even when it doesn’t fit a specific situation, or 
when something like Alhamdulillah (“Thank 
God”) might be a better fit. I like the translation, 
mostly. Even though I don’t pray, I still like 
the idea that there is a God and that they are 
Greater. Than us, than this moment, than this 
wretched machinery that we’re fighting against 
and sometimes losing. It is the last lifeboat of 
Islam that I find myself clinging to. 

As the protest tonight stretches long and 
hundreds more people stream into the terminal 
at JFK, until it is overflowing and spilling out of 
every edge of geography. I think of how foolish 
I was, to once pray for a country’s mercy, and 
how thankful I am that those prayers were 
not answered. How, through this resistance, we 
might find a freedom where no mercy is required. 
We might find a humanity that is not asking to 
be seen, but demanding instead. How we all pray 
for the wrong things sometimes, but somehow, 
God is greater.

Hanif Abdurraqib is a poet, essayist, and cultural 
critic from Columbus, Ohio.

From They Can’t Kill Us Until They Kill Us, Copyright 
© 2017 by Hanif Abdurraqib, reprinted by permis-
sion of Two Dollar Radio.
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Always an immigrant
the heart
crosses borders
and boundaries
it trespasses
it will not be held back 
Windswept, sea-swept
star-swept
it is poor, porous
permeable
it is outcry and
prayer
and a murmur
that ends with
a question mark 
Tell me, is it
inside you
the immigrant heart?  Or are you
inside it?
I only know
it contains multitudes
this heart
whose color
is not

Always An Immigrant
by Margaret Gibson

red or black, or brown
or yellow, or
white—
the immigrant
heart is
transparent
there is a light inside it, it fuels 
galaxies
nurses a child
holds your beloved
as he sinks over 
his last threshold
a thread of gold light
just visible 
along the border
of his body 
Just look, the immigrant 
heart 
races naked along the tide line
kisses 
both bandage and wound
holds a cup 
to the mouth that thirsts
and the cup runneth over
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it leaps with the suicide 
into the waterfall river
carries school books
and ladders
and songs
it translates
the law, and transforms it
this heart 
in the heart of the world 
brings the children out of 
cages, crates
and sealed truck-beds

What is it, you ask, What is
this immigrant
heart
if not sweat
if not nectar
if not salt
if not aloe
                       if not what the sages
have promised, the sages 
in their desert hovels
and prison cells

Copyright © 2018 by Margaret Gibson. Used by permission of the author.

the sages on the street corners
and in the subway 
turnstiles 
They know how the immigrant
heart 
gives from its own boundless
mercy 
and light, crossing into
beatitude 
and bliss, into pain 
and rejection
this heart a new life always arriving
your body, my body
one body in the makeshift shelters 
we call our lives 
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Shantideva’s Heroic Perseverance
by Pema Chodron
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The paramita of enthusiasm works 
like a miracle ingredient that brings 
eagerness to all we do. What the 

bodhisattva commits to isn’t a trivial matter. 
Without enthusiasm, we might push too hard 
or give up altogether. As the Zen master 
Suzuki Roshi put it: “What we’re doing here 
is so important we had better not take it too 
seriously!” The key is finding this balance 
between “not too tight” and “not too loose,” 
not too zealous or too laid-back.

In this spirit, Trungpa Rinpoche 
encouraged us to lead our lives as an 
experiment, a suggestion that has been very 
important to me. When we approach life as 
an experiment, we’re willing to try it this way 
and that way because, either way, we have 
nothing to lose.

This immense flexibility is something 
I learned from the exam ple of Trungpa 
Rinpoche. His enthusiasm enabled him 
to accom plish an amazing amount in his 
life. When some things didn’t work out, 
Rinpoche’s attitude was “no big deal.” If it’s 
time for something to flourish, it will; if it’s 
not time, it won’t.

The trick is not getting caught in hope 
and fear. We can put our whole heart into 
whatever we do; but if we freeze our attitude 
into for or against, we’re setting ourselves 
up for stress. Instead, we could just go 
forward with curiosity, wondering where this 
exper iment will lead. This kind of open-
ended inquisitiveness captures the spirit of 
enthusiasm, or heroic perseverance.

Thus with patience I will bravely persevere. 
Through zeal it is that I shall reach 
enlightenment. 
If no wind blows, then nothing stirs,
And neither is there merit without 
perseverance.

Wind is an apt metaphor for enthusiasm. 
Like wind in the sails of a ship, there’s 
nothing heavy-handed about it. It doesn’t 
take thousands of people to push a ship 
across the ocean; when the sails go up, the 
wind moves it forward naturally and easily.

At the same time, this verse conveys a 
feeling of urgency. As Suzuki Roshi said, the 
work we’re doing is very important. The wind 
of delight and the urgency with which we 
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apply it work to gether. There is no time to 
lose—but not to worry, we can do it.

Heroic perseverance means delight in virtue. 
Its contrary may be defined as laziness:
An inclination for unwholesome ways, 
Despondency, and self-contempt.

Two main topics are presented in this verse. 
The first is the defi nition of enthusiasm, or 
heroic perseverance, as delight in virtue. The 

second is the opposite of enthusiasm: the 
klesha of laziness.

Once we have trust in the teachings, 
we’ll naturally take delight in virtue. When 
I realized, for example, that Shantideva’s 
instruc tions could cut through my 
unhappiness, I became enthusiastic about 
applying them. Delight in virtue, in this case, 
meant work ing wisely with my emotions and 
learning to gently tame my mind. It meant 
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reaching out to offer kindness and support to 
as many beings as possible—and doing this 
eagerly, not out of a sense of duty.

I can tell you from experience that when 
there’s a shift toward eagerness, life takes on 
a whole new meaning. Not the meaning that 
comes from careers or relationships, but the 
meaning that comes from using everything 
that happens as an opportunity to wake up. 
There will always be challenges, but they need 
not be seen as obstacles. It’s all part of the 
path to enlightenment.

The opposite of enthusiasm is laziness. Here 
Shantideva pre sents three kinds: laziness, 
per se; not being willing to make an effort; 
and the despondency of self-contempt. In the 
verse, he de scribes the first two together as an 
inclination for unwholesome ways.

Trungpa Rinpoche calls the first kind of 
laziness “comfort ori entation.” We use comfort 
to escape from our uneasiness. This doesn’t 
mean we can’t enjoy comfort in our lives; 
we just don’t need to become addicted to it. 
This is what sentient beings pre dictably do, 
even little bugs and beetles. Did you ever 
wonder what those flies are doing, repeatedly 
struggling up a sunny window and falling 
down? Like most of us, they’re looking for 
comfort.

There’s a sutra in which beings from another 
galaxy visit the Buddha to discuss the Dharma. 
They are shocked when the Buddha tells them 
he teaches the truth of suffering to get beings 
to enter the path. They find this an extremely 
crude technique and say that where they come 
from, enlightenment is directly introduced 
through pleasing smells. The Buddha replies 
that he’d be glad to use such an approach, but 
it would never work here be cause Earth beings 
immediately become attached to pleasure.

The second kind of laziness Trungpa 
Rinpoche calls “loss of heart.” We feel we’ve 
tried and tried, but we never get it right. 
Things never seem to work out. We indulge 
in discouragement and lose our will to help 
ourselves or anyone else.

The third kind of laziness Trungpa 
Rinpoche calls “couldn’t care less.” This 
despondency of self-contempt takes the 
wind out of our sails. Doubting ourselves so 
profoundly is much more stubborn and bitter 
than merely losing heart.

Take advantage of this human boat;
Free yourself from sorrow’s mighty stream! 
This vessel will be later hard to find.
The time that you have now, you fool, is not 
for sleep!

Shantideva again teaches himself the 
Dharma. This is not the time to be foolish, 
but to take advantage of this human boat. 
This precious human birth may be hard to 
find again. We have no way of knowing how 
long we will have these supportive outer 
conditions. 

A human birth, however, is always precious 
for those who awaken bodhichitta. No matter 
how bad our circumstances are; no matter 
how sick or disabled we may be, it is still 
a precious birth if we use these difficulties 
to awaken our compassion and kindness. If 
we don’t make use of these opportunities, 
of course, outer losses and mental anguish 
will inevitably throw us into a tailspin. 
Then we’ll become too lost and despondent 
to think of others’ pain and recall the good 
heart and open mind of bodhichitta.

You turn your back upon the sacred Doctrine,
The supreme joy and boundless source of bliss. 
What pleasure can you have in mere amusement 
Straying to the causes of your misery?
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Having reflected on death, Shantideva 
here discusses the second kind of laziness: 
not being willing to make an effort, or loss 
of heart. The Dalai Lama describes this kind 
of laziness as “having no wish to do good.” 
We feel too lazy to help ourselves or others. 
By turning our back on the Dharma and 
aimlessly distracting our  selves with trivial 
pursuits, we are straying to the causes of our 
misery. In other words, we’re doing the very 
things that make our loss of heart grow 
worse.

The third kind of laziness is the 
despondency of self-contempt. This is an 
important topic for Western practitioners. 
Freeing ourselves from confusion and suffering 
depends on honest self-reflection. The 
practice of patience, for instance, depends on 
honestly acknowledging our impatience and 
aggression. It’s essential, however, that this 
inquiry be based on respect and kindness for 
one’s self.

Dzigar Kongtrul stresses the importance of 
having a good rela tionship with oneself; 
otherwise, the path of awakening can back  
fire and fuel discouragement. Seeing our 
kleshas and the wildness of our mind, more 
clearly than ever before, can certainly 
heighten feelings of guilt and self-contempt. 
But buying into negative thinking only slows 
down our spiritual journey.

In the next verse, Shantideva gives us 
three antidotes for self  contempt. These 
are three ways to cheer up and develop 
a com passionate relationship with oneself: 
a relationship so respectful and loving, it 
can include clear-sighted recognition of our 
short comings.

Do not be downcast, but marshal all 
your strength; 

Take heart and be the master of yourself
Practice the equality of self and other; 
Practice the exchange of self and other.

His first advice is to marshal all your 
strength. Instead of further denigrating 
yourself, teach yourself the Dharma. To 
marshal your strength, remind yourself, in 
whatever way is personally meaning ful, that 
it is not in your best interest to reinforce 
thoughts and feelings of unworthiness. Even 
if you’ve already taken the bait and feel the 
familiar pull of self-denigration, marshal your  
intelligence, courage, and humor in order to 
turn the tide.

Ask yourself: Do I want to strengthen 
what I’m feeling now? Do I want to cut 
myself off from my basic goodness? Remind 
your self that your fundamental nature is 
unconditionally open and free. Kleshas are 
just relative, impermanent phenomena, 
whose transitory energy doesn’t need to be 
solidified. In this way, we can teach ourselves 
the Dharma and interrupt the chain reaction 
of discouragement.

We can cheer ourselves up by remembering 
that our mind is tamable. As Trungpa 
Rinpoche put it: “Whatever occurs in the 
confused mind is the path. Everything is 
workable. It is a fearless proclamation, the 
lion’s roar!”

The second way to rouse your spirits is 
to take heart and be the master of yourself. 
This means taking responsibility for your 
moods. The instruction is to acknowledge 
that you’re not a victim. Then find a way to 
interrupt discouragement’s momentum, in  
stead of mindlessly doing what you’ve always 
done before.

The third suggestion is to look beyond the 
narrow perspective of self-centeredness at the 
equality of self and other. This recognition 
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of our sameness can be cultivated by doing 
the practice called “just like me.” If you’re 
burdened with self-contempt, remember: just 
like me, many others are struggling with this 
same state of mind; just like me, all of them 
prefer comfort and ease, and to be free of 
misery and guilt.

This kind of reflection helps us look 
outward and open our heart to others. 
Instead of armoring ourselves, the softness of 
em pathy can set in. With this as our ground, 
we can practice the exchange of self and 
other.

This practice is commonly known as 
tonglen. We begin by getting in touch with 
our own thoughts and emotions. Without 
doing this we have no idea what others 
also go through. This means contacting 
our feelings—of rage, self-contempt, resent-
ment, envy, and so on—and realizing that 
these feelings are shared by everyone. They 
are not hindrances on the path. By lead ing 
us to a genuine understanding of others’ 
distress, they are, in fact, necessary stepping-
stones in the process of awakening genuine 
compassion.

At any given moment, people all over the 
world are feeling ex actly what you feel. If 
you’re angry, you can remember the billions 
of people who feel exactly the same way. 
Then, for your sake and theirs, take in the 
feeling of rage, on the medium of the breath. 
Just breathe in the anger, with the aspiration 
that each and every angry person, including 
yourself, be relieved of it. Then breathe out 
spa ciousness and relief to us all.

A more daring way to do this practice is 
to breathe in the pain with the intention of 
taking it into yourself. If you’re angry, for in  
stance, you might say to yourself, “Since I’m 

already suffering from this anger, may this 
pain ripen in me, so no one else has to feel 
it.” This is a revolutionary way to ventilate 
self-absorption. On the in  breath, feel the 
pain and own it completely. On the out-
breath, send out relief with the wish that 
everyone else could be free of their emotional 
distress.

If you don’t feel ready for this more daring 
approach, it’s not a problem. You don’t have 
to jump into the deep end of the pool be fore 
you know how to swim. Just practice the form 
of tonglen that feels doable for you. It will 
still fulfill the same aspiration. Your ability 
to put yourself in other people’s shoes will 
grow over time. 

As we connect more profoundly with 
bodhichitta, the unchang ing, nonconceptual 
openness of our being becomes more accessi-
ble. Because our basic nature is never altered 
by worldly confusion and pain, even glimpses 
of this skylike mind deepen our experi ence 
of tonglen. Knowing this, even intellectually, 
we breathe in, with the wish that all beings 
uncover their true nature; and we breathe 
out with the same aspiration.

Pemo Chödrön is an American Tibetan Buddhist 
nun, acharya and disciple of Chogyam Trungpa 
Rinpoche. She is the director of the Gampo Abbey in 
Nova Scotia, Canada.

From No Time To Lose, A Timely Guide to the 
Way of the Bodhisattva, copyright © 2005 by 
Pema Chödrön, used by permission of Shambhala 
Publications, Inc.
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MOUNTAINS & RIVERS ORDER
NEWS & TRAINING
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The Mountains and Rivers Order
The Mountains and Rivers Order of Zen Buddhism (MRO) is dedicated to practicing, realizing and embody-
ing 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 spir-
itual 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 cen-
ters, numerous affiliate groups, and various organizations dedicated to supporting sincere and vigorous spiri-
tual 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.



85

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, Roshi 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, Sensei has been in residential training at the 
Monastery since 1991 where she is the training coordinator, and she 
serves as codirector at Fire Lotus Temple. After Daido Roshi’s pass-
ing, Hojin received Denkai, the priestly transmission, from Shugen 
Sensei in 2012 and Dharma Transmission in 2017. Before ordaining, 
Hojin was an artist and potter. 

Ron Hogen Green, Sensei 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 2016 he 
became a lay teacher in the Order. Hogen serves as co-director at 
Fire Lotus Temple and lives with his family in Danville, PA.

Vanessa Zuisei Goddard, Sensei 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 teacher in the 
Order. She lives in Mount Tremper with her partner and serves as 
the Monastery work master and director of publications.

Teachers In the Mountains and Rivers Order
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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 and beginning practitioners a chance to enter a unique 
environment where distractions are minimized and all aspects of life are engaged as study of the self. 

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

Residency at the Monastery means joining the cloistered community, letting go of worldly 
responsibilities, 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. 
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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 hold jobs or go to school. Residential life is guided by Temple 
co-directors Jody Hojin Kimmel, Sensei, the head priest, and lay teacher Ron Hogen Green, 
Sensei. Temple residency offers a powerful way to take up the crucial but challenging work of 
extending our spiritual practice into our ordinary lives.

Beginning Instruction in Zazen

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

Retreats

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

Sesshin and Meditation Intensives

Characterized by silence and deep introspection, extended periods of zazen such as sesshin 
(weeklong) and zazenkai (daylong) 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 their worldly responsibilities; Temple 
residents maintain careers, pursue degrees, or engage in other focused work while living and 
training at the center. For more information, visit us online at zmm.mro.org 
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In Memorium:
Jeannette Choho Ludwig

September 29, 1949  July 29, 2018

Long-term MRO student Jeannette Choho Ludwig passed away in 
July after living for several years with stage 4 cancer. Choho became 
a formal student of Daido Roshi in 2004, eventually receiving the 
precepts and the Dharma name Choho, which translates as “Pure 
Dharma.” 

Choho was an active participant with the Buffalo Zen MRO affiliate, 
and at Westminster Presbyterian Church where she was also a 
member. Two years ago she retired from the University at Buffalo 

where she was the Director of the French Language Program, teaching French linguistics as 
well as comparative religion. A poly-linguist and a lifelong lover of travel, Choho and her 
husband Claude Welch documented their journeys extensively and recently donated the photo 
collection to the UB archives. The Welch-Ludwig Collection is available to view online at 
http://digital.lib.buffalo.edu/collection/PSC001/

Teaching in the Ten Directions

In June, Shugen Roshi & Zuisei Sensei met with staff at the new Middle Way school, a Buddhist-
oriented school serving Hudson Valley families, including several sangha members. Zuisei Sensei also 
traveled to New Jersey to offer beginning instruction at the invitation of a parents group there. Also in 
June, Hojin Sensei met with residents at the Brooklyn YWCA for beginning instruction in zazen, and 
the group is excited to continue practicing together on a regular schedule.

In July, Shugen Roshi & senior monastic Yukon Grody traveled to New Zealand for several weeks of 
teachings, study, and to add to the celebration of the Kiwi sangha’s 30th anniversary as an Affi liate 
of the Mountains & Rivers Order. While in NZ, Roshi led workshops in several locations, a full-week 
sesshin with fi fty participants, gave the precepts to three MRO students (see accompanying story), and 
welcomed one new training student. 

Also in July, Zuisei Sensei gave a talk on Buddhist practice at the Refuge Recovery meeting in Kingston, 
NY, a Buddhist-based support group for recovering addicts and alcoholics, their friends and family.
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New Zealand MRO Sangha Celebrate Its 30th Anniversary

During the annual visit paid by Shugen Roshi to New Zealand this year, eighty friends of the MRO 
gathered at Fairfield House in Nelson after their sesshin to celebrate the thirtieth anniversary of 
when Daido Roshi and Shugen (as a then postulant monastic) first traveled to that side of the globe 
offering the Dharma. It has been thirty years since then of nurturing and growing the sangha, 
training and practicing Zen together. This year Roshi was accompanied by senior monastic Yukon, 
and during our summer months the visiting teachers have been either Hogen Green Sensei or Hojin 
Kimmel Sensei. For their part, New Zealanders have continued to enter residency at the Monastery 
for periods of training, mutually sustaining our practice together and hopefully for many years to 
come.  For the full story see mountainrecord.org/sangha-news.

                 Jukai 
During the visit to New Zealand, Shugen 
Roshi officiated a Jukai ceremony for 
three students formally taking the 
Bodhisattva precepts. Peter Choho “Clear 
Abundance” Jolly, Karen Toshin “Way of 
Faith” Daw, and Susanna Soshin “Plain 
Heart-Mind” Topp.

Ordination for  
Jeffrey Onjin Kyokai Plant

On Sunday, June 10, 2018, Shugen Roshi officiated 
Tokudo, the full monastic ordination, for Jeffrey 
Kyukai Onjin Plant. During the ceremony 
at the Monastery he received the kesa, zagu, 
monastic bowls and lineage chart as well as the 
monastic name Kyukai, which means “reverence 
for the world.” Onjin first joined the residential 
community in 2001, after which he returned to 
Southern California, practicing at Hazy Moon 
Zen Center and Yokoji Zen Mountain Center. He 
returned to the area in 2006, re-entered residential 
training and became a postulant monastic in 2014. 
Onjin has served the sangha as bookkeeper, cook, 
graphics artist, and currently as assistant gardener.



90

Tea House Re-Opening Ceremony

On June 17, following extensive renovations, the Monastery’s traditional tea house, Wako-an, 
was reopened for the summer season. The occasion was celebrated with a formal tea ceremony 
demonstrated by Hobai Pekarik and Anne Rubin. Throughout the afternoon nearly forty people 
came by the tea house to watch demonstrations, learn about Chado and receive tea from our 
hosts. Renovations included a new roof to replace the old leaky one, new tatami mats, and 
completely restored shoji screens. Many hands were also involved in replacing the foot bridge 
leading to the tea garden. Special thanks to Kimball Derrick, Yushin DePalma, Rakusan Ricci, 
Polly Horne, and all who have played a role in keeping the tea flame burning at the Monastery!  
For full story see mountainrecord.org/sangha-news.

Sangha Wedding: Christine 
Mawhiney and David Nelson

On May 19, Shugen Roshi officiat-
ed the wedding of two students who 
live in Buffalo and met through their 
participation in the Buffalo MRO 
affiliate group. David Nelson and 
Christine Mawhiney were married at 
the Episcopal Diocese Ministry Center 
where the Buffalo affiliate hosts teach-
ers visits. The wedding itself followed a 
day-long retreat with Roshi. Kudos to 
David and Christine for wearing full 
traditional Scottish regalia to honor 
their day.
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The Buddhist Poetry Festival
The fi rst Buddhist Poetry Festival at Zen Mountain Monastery took place over four gorgeous 
summer days in July. Dozens gathered in a festival tent set up between the main building and 
the Sangha House. Featured poets included (from left to right in the photo below) Margaret 
Gibson, Jane Hirshfi eld, David Hinton, and Chase Takusei Twichell. Throughout their individual 
readings, workshops, and panel discussion, each brought a unique style and perspective to, as Jane 
Hirshfi eld called it, “the conversation of our time.” Broadly speaking, the festival’s theme allowed 
the writers to elucidate their own approach to writing poetry from a dharmic perspective in times 
of confl ict and struggle. Sangha members Kasey Ryoen Jueds, Mn. Rakusan Moshin, and Valerie 
Meiju Linnet also read from their work during the festival. 

Audio and video of the event are available on our website: zmm.org/media

The Diamond Net

The Diamond Net initiative aims to 
provide workshops and other support to 
sangha members in need during times of 
illness and other difficult life transitions. 
It is one of several sangha-led initiatives 
under the umbrella of Dharma Action. 
A monthly list of upcoming activities is 
available, and if you wish to be added to 
the update list or to work with Diamond 
Net in any way, send a message to 
diamondnet@mro.org.
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Fall 2018 Ango
Shuso Letter

Dear Sangha,

As Autumn is swiftly approaching and we expe-
rience the impermanence of those lovely summer 
days, we can be reminded of and reflect on the 
limited time we have in our own life to manifest 
what we came here to do.

Shugen Roshi chose the theme “Buddha 
Ancestors” for this Fall Ango, and we will be 
taking up this study through selected readings, 
art practice, and work with our teachers. I’m 
looking forward to using this as a time to see into 
the humanity and vulnerability of the Ancestors, 
thus bringing them closer to me and making their 
experience more accessible.

Shugen Roshi asked me to serve as the Chief 
Disciple during this Ango, and I will do my best 
to do so. In my private life, I prefer to “blend with 
the woods,” and so the more public role of Chief 
Disciple is not something that will come easily for 
me. I will need your patience and help to grow into 
this role. As I engage this challenge, I hope we all 
can give support to each other in our practice and 
realize more of what we have vowed.

May our life reflect what we have seen to be 
true and may we be of true benefit to all sentient 
and insentient beings. Let us learn during this 
Ango to radiate kindness over the entire world 
in an unbounded way, as the Metta Sutta invites 
us to do.

Much love,

Kirstin Seishin Maille began studying Zen 
in her native Germany with Joan Rieck, 
a teacher in the Yasutani SanboKyodan 
lineage. (SanboKyodan is also a major part 
of the MRO lineage.) 

In 1993, Seishin began working with Daido 
Roshi, becoming his student in 1995 and 
taking the precepts with him in November 
2001. She is also grateful for her time 
studying with Shishin Wick and Ryushin 
Marchaj.

Seishin works as a service provider at the 
Wellness Center of the Omega Institute 
and as a teacher in the Center for Natural 
Wellness School of Massage Therapy. She 
also has her own healing practice in a private 
offi ce locally.

She lives close to the Monastery along with 
her partner, Kyosho. 
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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—“peaceful 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 2018 theme is 
“Buddha Ancestors,” with readings from the Therigatha, or Verses of the Elder Nuns; sev-
eral Jataka Tales (traditional stories of the Buddha’s past lives); and excerpts from Great 
Disciples of the Buddha by Nyanaponika Thera and Hellmuth Hecker. We will engage 
these teaching together during the ango’s Buddhist study sessions and retreats.

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.org.
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New MRO Students

This summer a number of practitioners passed through the five barrier gates to become formal 
Mountains & Rivers Order students. Maria Jose Gimenez, Jordan Burnett, and Steven Siegelski 
became students of Zuisei Sensei while Nolan Wilder and Ravi Mishra became students of 
Hogen Sensei. In August, new students for Shugen Roshi included Philippa Cosgrove of our 
New Zealand sangha, and in September, Vera Oziransky. In September new students for Hojin 
Sensei were Stuart Kennedy and Lou Proccaccino. Congratulations to all!

Appreciations

The Monastery would like to thank all of the bodhisattvas who continue offering their 
assistance at the Temple, the Monastery, and at all our affiliate groups. Gratitude to Bernard 
Handzel for professional photography for Dharma Communications. Gratitude to Seigo Beres 
for delicious food stuff, and for foraged chantrelles and portabellos from Tasha Ortloff, and to 
our mystery donor for the new knife sharpener. 

Comings & Goings at the Monastery

Joining residential training in June was Josh Cedeño of Lodi, NJ for one week. Monastery 
residents for the month of July included Alicia Fowler of Brooklyn, NY, Alec Burroughs of 
Brooklyn, NY, Elia Parker of Bluffton, SC and Miruna Stanica of Alexandria, VA. Also in July, 
Rachel Crummey of Toronto, Canada and Michael Gasparrini of Trumbull, CT for one week, 
and Gregory Starr of Cedar Park TX and Jay Napoli of Gainsville, VA visited for two weeks of 
residential training. In August the Monastery welcomed Christine Hiebert of Brooklyn, NY, 
Ben Bertino of Marietta, GA, Liam Banta of Ann Arbor, MI and Sophie Epstein of Brooklyn, 
NY for one week, and Mary Pollard of Anderson, SC and Max Finn of Ottawa, IL for two 
weeks. For the month of August residents included  Giselle McBrien of Upper Black Eddy, PA, 
Eric Truchan of Whitehall, PA, Casey Twichell of Fredonia, NY, Ryo Stone of Wheat Ridge, 
CO, and Theresa Braine, MRO of New York, NY, and for three weeks Grayson Gurney, So. 
Amherst, MA. Also in August, Renate Genjo Gebauer, MRO of Chesterfield, NH began one 
year of residential training. 

Comings & Goings at the Temple

Joining residential training at the Temple for the month of June were Anahi Russo Griddio 
of Denver, CO and Israel Kidda of Queens, NY, and for the month of July, Diego Antoni of 
New York, NY.



Buildings & Grounds

New solar arrays were installed this summer (see 
above) nearly doubling what we had going to the 
mian building. The initial solar panels were donated 
by Solar Generation nearly eight years ago. Along 
with arrays that we’ve placed on Han Shan Meadow 
and most notably atop the Sangha House, we’re now 
able to cover most if not all of our electricty needs 
through solar power and send some of the energy we 
don’t consume out to the local grid. With the new 
additions, we’ll be generating approximately 25,000 
kW hours per year. 

This summer also included repainting the west 
side of the building, progress in the on-going work 
meticulously restoring the hand-built windows. 
Workers have also been busy replacing the plumbing 
on the south side of the building in preparation for 
much needed fourth floor bathroom renovations.
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Sangha 
   Reflections

ON RESILIENCE
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My experience of resiliency has been both bit-
ter and sweet. I liken it to the way I feel when 
chewing the seeds of a pomegranate or drinking 
its juice; there’s a bite to it that cannot be ignored. 
If you want to get to the sweet you have to be 
clear that you’re gonna taste some bitter. If you 
want to receive the benefits of the fruit, you must 
acknowledge its entire constitution, and acknowl-
edging the fruit means you must eat it in its en-
tirety. It’s a package deal. It is a meditative prac-
tice that requires us to accept both the sweetness 
and bitterness of life.

I dream of a world that’s accepting of my unique 
and gentle spirit; where I can be safe and com-
fortable in my skin. There are days when I must 
acknowledge that my longing for safety appears 
to be antagonistic to my particular physical em-
bodiment. I can’t deny the stories of all the black 
people who have been murdered without just 
cause. Nia Wilson, a beautiful and delightful-
ly energetic eighteen year old Black woman was 
taking the Bart train with her sister and a white 
man decided it was time to maim her and take her 
life. Who does that? I must say her name and eat 
the fruit. Yet, I believe that anything less than an 
equitable world is unacceptable, and I hold this as 
an aspiration for myself and for the generations to 
come. They deserve a better world that can move 
beyond our trauma and hatred of difference.

We can be free. It might seem light years away, 
but I think life is about daring to dream the im-
possible dream. Resilience has become a fact for 
many choosing to live their lives with dignity, it’s 
not a luxury. If there’s anything this time is asking 
us, whether we’re on the cushion or marching in 
the streets, it’s asking us, where is your resiliency? 

—Itoro Udofia

When I first walked through the doors of the 
Brooklyn temple, my plan was to develop a mental 
health framework that would stop my recurring 

bouts of clinical depression. Like many people, I 
thought meditation was a relaxing process that 
would quell my anxiety and give me perspective. 
That turned out to be merely an entry point that 
opened the way to a different kind of resilience: 
the ability to navigate through all aspects of my 
life.

Even though there was a lot I didn’t under-
stand, I loved how Shugen Roshi connected 
mysticism and daily life. I also thought, “I don’t 
need to be on a Path. I just need to get to the end 
of the block.” 

One day, having weathered a depression re-
lapse, I realized I was ready for more. “I have 
reached the end of the block,” I told Roshi. “I 
want to know which way to go.”

“We don’t pressure people to do anything,” he 
replied. “But the door is wide open for any level 
of involvement.” And so I stepped through that 
door. I even did a month-long residency at the 
temple, quickly divesting myself of the notion 
that everyone there was an elven-type ethereal 
being. They’d even put me in a provisional stu-
dent robe!

I sought out counseling that wove together 
mindfulness and cognitive-behavioral therapy, 
working through the issues before they turned 
into a full-fledged episode. I continued my daily 
zazen and attended a few short sesshins. As I was 
winding up counseling, the tectonic plates of my 
life shifted. Evicted from my apartment, I found 
myself with a job but not much else. I couch 
surfed for a year, moved into a new apartment, 
and eventually lost that job too. I have navigated 
all this with relative equanimity, healing myself 
along with the Temple, and deepening my prac-
tice further by becoming a formal student. And 
perhaps there is an element of my original idea 
of resilience in there after all: thriving no matter 
what comes my way.

—Theresa Braine
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Resilience is one breath at a time, staying in the 
center of the storm. Sitting with my breath on the 
cushion in the midst of physical pain or emotional 
upheaval or cycling thoughts, sitting with my breath 
in every activity. Resilience is staying awake, stay-
ing present when everything is screaming fight! flee! 
hide! Learning how to listen to those voices, learn-
ing how to communicate with those voices, learn-
ing how to offer peace to those voices. Resilience is 
acting on the behalf of someone who is angry and 
resentful because they don’t understand yet why 
things are happening the way they are, who needs 
love and support that I fail to give as often as I suc-
ceed. Resilience is finding work again after a job falls 
apart (four times in sixteen months). Resilience is 
aiming to be true to myself, even when others dis-
regard, turn away, reject, abandon, even when the 
world feels crowded, loud and intense. Resilience is 
knowing that everyone has their own weather. 

—Andy Jikai Kriger

When I was living in New York City in my 20s 
I was trained to do a form of acupuncture to help 
people recover from alcohol and drug addiction, pro-
viding a lifeline for many going through the trials of 
getting clean. The acupuncture clinic was based in a 
hospital in the Bronx and the facilities were modest, 
the staff overworked. 

As part of the training, I attended Alcoholic’s 
Anonymous meetings to hear first-hand from men 
and women who were in recovery. Many told stories 
about harrowing experiences they’d had while using, 
and the suffering they and their families had gone 
through as a result of their addiction.

About midway through the meeting, a wiry, mid-
dle-aged man rose to speak. He talked about a life-
time of drug and alcohol abuse starting as a teen. At 
one point he’d been in an accident and injured his 
eye; he’d been partially blinded for years and suffered 
immense pain. When he got finally sober he’d had 
his eye looked at and the doctors found a piece of 

glass that had been lodged in it for over a decade.
I remember looking at this man and wondering 

at his sheer survival. The visceral horror of a shard 
of glass in your eye for a minute, much less years, 
was hard to take in. But he had told about his life 
matter-of-factly, as all of the speakers had.  This 
was not the recounting of an epic triumph, but the 
all too familiar story of a regular person grappling 
with the fallout of structural injustice.

 His teaching for me, one that I’ve come back 
to over the years, is this: heroism is actually the 
unsung, unheralded survival of day-to-day life. 
Hearing what this man had gone through and 
been able to speak about on the other side was 
profoundly moving. People’s ability to bounce back 
from astonishing suffering with a continued will to 
live is itself a simple, rough-hewn miracle.

 —Katherine Jifu Jamieson

I was separated from my mother for six years, 
starting from birth. The infant home in which I 
was placed was overcrowded and understaffed. I 
remember many times I cried myself to sleep. I had 
no support system and was very lonely. 

Throughout my early life I felt insecure and re-
lied on alcohol and drugs. After hitting bottom I 
forced myself to stop my cycle; this is when I found 
Zen Mountain Monastery.

When I heard about the immigration crisis 
and of mothers and fathers being separated from 
their children, it pierced my heart. Although it 
brought up very emotional feelings I decided to 
post my story online, asking people to share. The 
response was very gratifying, as many did share my 
story. The release of emotions for me was unbeliev-
able—I felt recharged.

Now I have a wonderful wife and I am grand-
pa to three beautiful boys. For the first time in my 
life, I have enjoyed the experience of being with a 
newborn child.

—John Konshin Murray
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There I was in a village in Nepal I’d seen in Na-
tional Geographic. My trekking group was camped 
for two nights in a vacant yak pen. During night 
two, I became very ill with a GI condition, and all 
night rushed to the tiny outhouse. In the morning 
my tent mate and I were led to a local inn while 
everyone else went to the next destination. The 
inn keepers and I didn’t speak a common lan-
guage but they communicated incredible kindness, 
checking on me, offering food, and scouting the 
village to find me a Coke. The next day, a guide 
came to retrieve us. The air was thin and the trail 
steep.  All I could do was put one foot in front of 
the other, breathe, and let go of the thought, “I’m 
going to die.” Two days later we were camping on 
the grounds of the Tengboche Monastery along-
side trekkers from many countries. As the stars 
loomed large above, I felt deep awe, gratitude and 
connection.

I ask myself, “Can I apply this same strategy 
when dealing with the range of emotions that 
arise in response to narrow-mindedness and preju-
dice?” Listening to the news, my first reaction is to 
think, “I’m not like that.” Friends talk to me about 
the dishonesty and extreme views of some polit-
ical players. Who are those people?” A sense of 
self-righteousness comes over us. Would it be pos-
sible for me to approach these people with a spirit 
of kindness and a willingness to understand their 
perspective? In Nepal, the language that united us 
was compassion. Can I bring that intention into 
the current climate here? Can I deeply listen to the 
fears of those people in order to mend the separa-
tion? Perhaps I can, if one step at a time I see their 
world as our world, breathe, and allow my own re-
active thoughts to come and go. Bearing witness 
without expectation seems important.  

The same stars continue to shine in the same 
sky. My faith in deep connectedness remains in 
spite of appearances.

—Donna Shoho Forgey

In my artwork, I have been drawing and paint-
ing and stitching a lot of circles lately. I can’t seem 
to get enough of them. Yet, I began to notice a 
funny background sensation with each one that 
I made. When I was able to put a word to the 
feeling, I realized that it was shame. Who in the 
world feels shame about drawing a cirle?  How 
absurd!  I followed  the sensations and thoughts 
back until I remembered my years as an art stu-
dent in the 1980s when my friends were all male 
painters who openly mocked “women’s art.” Fe-
male artists who made circles were at the top of 
the list. The line of thought was circle = vagina 
= weak, sentimental, soft, horizontal, dependent 
on feelings rather than cool, hard, vertical, facts 
and logic and strength and power...and I bought 
into it completely. It makes me want to cry for 
all of myself that I have lost and pushed away, 
consciously or unconsciously, in order to make 
art that would meet the approval of my male 
artist friends. The truth is that my friends really 
didn’t know better. Still – ouch. Thirty years lat-
er and I still feel that stain of shame on drawing 
a circle.

I feel that painful moment during every ses-
shin as well.  It arises like clockwork, a moment 
of white hot rage directed at every man who has 
violated and negated the humanity of women 
through their thoughts, words and deeds.  In 
one  Thursday morning dokusan with Roshi, 
through  my  rage-filled tears, I realized that I 
cannot  live  this way.  I saw  that my anger was 
really profound grief for the enormous loss that 
white men’s greed, anger and ignorance has 
caused for all of us (themselves included).  In 
some ways, the grief is so much more painful 
than the anger, yet it also feels more correct. I 
can hold this grief and not be consumed by it in 
a way that I cannot hold the anger.

All of this reminds of what Shoan once said to 
me, “the good stuff never happens when you are 
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sitting pretty.” Through the rage-filled tears, the 
shame and the grief; something is there. My job 
is to stay still and see what it shows me - it just 
might be the good stuff. 

—Robyn Ikyo Love

She is smaller now than she has ever been. 
Stooped and losing inches to arthritis and osteo-
porosis and something else—the cares and hurts 
of old women. So I make fun, of course, because 
I am her daughter and have fallen pretty close to 
her tree. I shrink myself down a few inches when I 
stand next to her—at least 6 inches above—or kiss 
her on the top of her head and call her “shorty.” 
She slaps me and tells me how she can’t wait to 
see from the other side, when she is dead, and how 
she will laugh at me because she knows I will miss 
her. She is my mother and she is all resilience.  The 
kind of resilience that I don’t want to detail be-
cause I don’t want to remember what life handed 
her again and again. I think I should say something 
like “7 times down, 8 times up.” But I don’t think 
she ever went down. We, her daughters, are mor-
tal, so we’ve gone down and come back up. That’s 
what life requires. But she is both the hurricane 
and its eye—the unnerving force of nature, and 
the calm center. Always, always spinning forward.

—Sandy Joshin Del Valle

Life is fragile. We often forget just how fragile it 
is until accidents happen. It is in the face of acci-
dents that true resilience often shines. 

One clear October day in 2003, my colleague 
and friend Christina left for a bicycle ride. Christi-
na was physically strong and an excellent bicyclist. 
But that day a branch got stuck in the spokes of 
her front wheel. Her bike stopped instantly and 
she flew over the handlebars, landing square on 
her chin. Her face was smashed and worse yet she 
suffered from broken vertebrae in her neck, para-

lyzing her almost completely from the neck down 
and making her body the site of an ongoing “neu-
rological storm,” as Christina calls it, that is nearly 
incessant.

I remember the day of her accident vividly, and 
the coming together of the community around 
Christina and her partner Janet after her accident 
in the form of dinners delivered to their back door 
and other services. But it was while reading Chris-
tina’s memoir, A Body Undone: Living On After 
Great Pain, that I realized the true meaning of re-
siliency. And not only Christina’s but also Janet’s. 
Together they show the power of love and what it 
means to suffer and yet remain strong. All of us 
who have sat sesshin, not to mention everyday 
zazen, have experienced considerable pain in our 
legs, necks, shoulders, and heads. While this pain 
is real and often intense, it usually disappears soon 
after standing up again. Yet for Christina there is 
no standing again. Still, in the face of constant 
physical pain and the difficulty of regaining her life 
as an academic, Christina and Janet have demon-
strated true resiliency, overcoming difficulties with 
everyday activities so that Christina can once 
again devote herself to her students, colleagues, 
and friends.

—William Kando Johnson

In the wake of my Mother’s death some time 
ago, I lost my way. I came to the Apple Blossom 
Sesshin hard-grieving, listless, and spinning.

One evening my teacher said, “Just remember 
that you have gone through it many, many times. 
You know how to do this.”  

This teaching struck me and I took it to heart. 
Over the years I have worked with it in difficult 
and smooth times. It expands and contracts with-
out any limit and travels easily. For me, this long 
view forward and backward is a useful way to de-
velop resilience. 

—Warren Chikan Bacon
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In my work as a therapist I’ve been astonished 
by human resilience. It’s actually not uncommon 
for me to work with someone who has experienced 
horrific abuse yet has somehow managed to inter-
nalize a sense of decency, compassion and kindness, 
often in spite of never having that modeled for 
them growing up. I have noticed a similar tendency 
in communities and groups of people: in my life I 
have been deeply moved and inspired by the resil-
ience of communities that have been systematically 
and brutally oppressed and yet maintain a sense of 
spiritual connection, beauty and the ability to ex-
press joy. I feel I have much to learn from them.

And it’s not just humans. Life is resilient, regard-
less of what form it takes. It cannot be stopped: it 
will just change forms and appear in a different way. 
I think of water: it always finds its way. Life may 
get beaten down or beaten back, but it cannot be 
entirely destroyed, and it will come back in what-
ever way it can, even if that way seems twisted or 
malformed. It always moves towards the light, it’s 
source of strength and energy, and brings with itself 
the nourishment of the earth. Things may die or 
be killed or destroyed, but life itself never is. I know 
this is true for life on earth, but I suspect it is true 
beyond the bounds of this planet as well. Ultimate-
ly, I think life is all there is, and it always prevails.

—Donna Nicolino

The robe of resilience—a cricket outside my 
window. The lonely firefly on the street, its friends 
hanging in the backyard with the mosquitoes. The 
garden seeps out sideways and in the back door. 
Seeping water through the roof and walls and cel-
lar, the plaster falling in sheets and chunks and 
specks. Rotting like the clothes on the man on the 
street, homeless all of us, searching and seeping 
through like water like the wildlife in my kitchen 
seeping and breathing and breeding and building 
building, demolishing, rotting, and building again, 
breathing, pulsing—this city of sponges, a coral 

reef—growing every moment. A million plastic ice 
coffee cups. A billion straws. Ten thousand texts. 
The mind moves in between the spaces between 
the gaps in my heart. This stomach churning and 
hungry for my home my mountain. The whole for-
est is waiting for me. 

Maybe that which I always thought was true 
was just a lie someone told me, unknowingly out 
of their own ignorance. But how could I be angry 
at space? There is room enough here in this vast 
sponge body, room enough, not apart. Squished in 
like the number 2 train at rush hour, like a bound-
less blue ocean of rolling hills. Big fat generosity. 
You say my loneliness is delusion? I say let me be 
human.  This stream went underground after the 
land was stripped. Little by little. Learning to trust. 

—Polly Horne

I met my to-be wife in India where we both 
worked at a charity for street children and somehow 
both felt an immediate connection. After a year we 
got married and planned to move back to Ireland, 
my home. 

I had hoped that we could travel soon after get-
ting married but we had to negotiate the complicat-
ed bureaucracy of India to get her a passport, which 
required other documents first. Countless times we 
found ourselves back at step one. On a couple of oc-
casions we found ourselves in dangerous situations 
with the wrong people. It can be very difficult, par-
ticularly for poorer people, to get passports, voting 
cards, etc. in India.

All the while India was taking its toll on me—
the heat, pollution and overpopulation compound-
ed by the stress and worry that we may never get the 
documentation to allow Candice to travel abroad. I 
really hit the wall and found myself truly exhausted 
in my whole being, yet I hung in there. The repeti-
tive pattern was to run away as I felt I was going to 
go crazy with the pressure. I was truly vulnerable 
and felt very fragile. We resigned to the fact that we 
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would have to live in India long term.
My practice was mostly Christian, sometimes 

Buddhist with some Indian influences thrown in 
the mix. I did sit regularly and prayed often which 
gave me strength, though I did lose my stability 
again and again.

In hindsight, I can see that there was an inner 
resilience, a quality other than what I had known. 
Somehow I found my way, at times moment by mo-
ment. I went to stay at a Christian ashram for a 
short while and found some stability again. 

Eventually, we indeed were able to move to Ire-
land together.      

—Stephen Murphy

Roger has a broken wing, Samson has a lame 
foot. They are the last of the thirty-eight Cana-
da geese we have lived with since early June. The 
flock flew and these two remained. Then yester-
day, Samson disappeared; Roger remains, walking 
around unafraid but not engaging with us either. 
It’s heartbreaking as we imagine the pain of watch-
ing his brothers and sisters fly away.

Then I heard about J35, the Orca killer whale 
who delivered the pod’s first calf in three years. Her 
baby lived for less than an hour. She spent the next 
seventeen days carrying the newborn on her head. 
It’s so unimaginable, this carrying of the dead baby. 
Did she even understand her calf was dead, or was 
she following mothering instincts? Was she ‘grief 
stricken,’ to use human language?

I lost my mother twenty years ago, but I don’t be-
lieve that many years could have passed. My grief 
is still so close to the surface—I miss her—and 
strangely with every year that passes I look more 
and more like her.

What does resiliency look like? Roger the goose 
will undoubtedly lose his life to a predator, but for 
now he lives, drinking water from a muddy puddle 
and eating insects and seeds. The desire to live is 
strong. The Orca whale mother finally released her 

decomposing calf and returned to the pod where 
she was seen feeding on salmon and cavorting, signs 
of her resiliency.

Three days later, I can’t believe it, but a young 
goose appeared and is staying very close to Roger. 
He is no longer alone! Roger and his new pal are 
eating, napping, and engaging us with their pres-
ence. We know they might not be here when we 
wake tomorrow, but they have shown anything is 
possible. Everything is possible.

I feel an ever-growing love for those who were 
once close to me but are no longer in their bodies. I 
don’t know how this works but am truly grateful to 
have such connection.

—Shinji Hoffman

Daido Roshi always said “trust yourself,” but I 
found that when you’re in the painting studio, you 
are alone—and you don’t know. It’s not that you 
won’t feel anxious or fearful, doubting or worried, or 
hesitant. It’s not that you don’t feel all those things, 
but you allow yourself to recognize them and don’t 
let them hold you back, because you have some deep 
trust or prior experience of pleasure of entering. 

Allowing things to be crap and allowing things 
to fail—and they have to fail—because you can’t 
know what to do next unless you make a mistake. 
Say to yourself, “oh really? That doesn’t look right.” 
Or, “That was terrible, why did I do that? Fine.” 
Then you have an example, an experience of “oh, 
okay, I can move on from there, I can take a step, 
and maybe that’ll offer me something else. I don’t 
know but I’ll try it.” 

Like with beginning to do zazen, it’s just a way 
of going on forward in the discovery. It is learning 
how to allow yourself to be in those moments of dis-
couragement and hesitancy and not let them stop 
you. They’re part of it. You have to feel, listen, and 
respond. 

—Michelle Seigei Spark 
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Directory of MRO Affiliate Groups
The International Society of Mountains & Rivers is a network of formally recognized affiliated Zen groups, 
practicing 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 stu-
dents. These groups are led by MRO students and follow MRO training guidelines. For more information 
please contact the coordinator.

Vermont Affiliate • www.zavermont.org
—Burlington 
Bob Tokushu Senghas, MRO  (802) 9859207  rsenghas@uuma.org
—Montpelier
Michael Joen Gray, MRO  (802) 4561983  grhayes1956@comcast.net
—Rutland
Jen Sanford, MRO  (802) 3535585   zenjensan@gmail.com

Buffalo Affiliate • www.buffalozen.com 
Ray Eigen Ball, MRO & Gwen Kimu Coe, MRO  (716) 3932936  contact@buffalozen.com

New Zealand Affiliate • www.zen.org.nz
—Auckland 
Monica Seisho van Oorschot, MRO  (09) 6366086  aukland@zen.org.nz
—Christchurch 
Michael Taikyu Apathy , MRO  (021) 02647594  christchurch@zen.org.nz
—Nelson 
Graham Houn Snadden, MRO  (03) 5484619  nelson@zen.org.nz 
—Wellington 
Rachel Furyo Stockwell, MRO  (04) 9776460  wellington@zen.org.nz 
—Manawatu 
Peter Choho Jolly, MRO (06) 3568811  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   josephmieloch@gmail.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
Harvard, MA — Judith Taisei Schutzman, MRO  (978) 456-6999  judith.schutzman@gmail.com 
Victoria, BC — Ted Mousseau, MRO  (250) 634-3572  mugezen@hotmail.com  or  mugezen.ca
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Centers & Services
Buffalo Zen Dharma Community

Westminster Presbyterian Church
724 Delaware Avenue, Buffalo, NY

Tuesdays 7:00-9:45pm
Introduction to Zazen,  

First Tuesday of every month, 6:30pm 
All newcomers welcome!

Zazenkai - October 13, 2018
Find out more at www.buffalozen.org 

or contact Ray Eigen Ball
contact@buffalozen.org

716-393-2936

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

Christchurch Sitting Group
Geoff Gensei Moore

(021) 23 846 18

Nelson Sitting Group 
Graham Houn Snadden 

(03) 548-4619

Wellington Sitting Group 
Rachel Furyo Stockwell

(04) 977-6460

Auckland Sitting Group 
Monica Seisho van Oorschot 

 (09) 6366-086

Zen Institute of
New Zealand

Zen Mountain Monastery 
Affiliate
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Publications
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Services
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Services
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Services

SUSAN WILDER, Ph.D.
Psychologist

(516) 747-5352

138 Nassau Boulevard
West Hempstead
New York 11552
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Services



112

Services

ZEN MOUNTAIN MONASTERY

Podcasts
- Talks
- Interviews
- Dharma 
  Discourses

  Visit us at 
  zmm.org/media  
  anytime for new 
  audio and video 
  features.

Podcasts available free on  
iTunes & Google Play



SUBMIT YOUR ARTWORK

Mountain Record is interested in using 
more works of photographic and fine art 
by our readers in our print and digital 
journal. We’re also happy to receive tips 
on artists you appreciate and who might 
be receptive to letting us showcase their 
work. 

Please send images and ideas to: 
graphics@dharma.net

Thank you!
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