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Each quarter, you’re invited to watch select films documenting Buddhist cultures  
and ideas and to participate in dharma talks by contemporary teachers who are available 

to answer your questions on our forums. tricycle.org/subscribe 

DHARMATALKS FILMCLUB

FEBRUARY

Mira 
Directed by Lloyd Belcher / 42 min. / 2016 / Nepal

Once a Maoist child soldier, Mira Rai, a young woman from 
rural Nepal, overcame the challenges of an impoverished 
upbringing to become an internationally recognized trail runner. 
Today, she inspires children in her home country and abroad to 
pursue their dreams.

MARCH

Bhikkhuni — Buddhism, Sri Lanka, Revolution 
Directed by Malgorzata Dobrowolska / 70 min. / 2018 / Sri Lanka

Three determined women take on the patriarchy by reviving an 
abandoned Buddhist tradition and becoming the first fully ordained 
Theravada Buddhist nuns in their nations’ modern histories.

APRIL

Ub Lama 
Directed by Egle Vertelyte / 52 min. / 2011 / Mongolia

In the outskirts of Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia’s rapidly modernizing capital 
city, 12-year-old Galaa must choose between monastic renunciation 
and illegal activity to survive in the wake of his father’s passing.

How to resist  
the temptation  

of hostility

FEBRUARY

Finding Meaning 
in Mortality
with Rev. Marvin 
Harada

Accepting death 
is the key to a 
meaningful life, but 
doing so isn’t easy. 
Rev. Harada shares 
inspiring examples 
from the Shin 
tradition of people 
and practices that 
will help us face 
mortality.

MARCH

Compassion in 
Polarizing Times
with Dungse  
Jampal Norbu

Today’s divisive 
political culture 
can bring out our 
worst impulses, 
but with Tibetan 
Buddhist methods 
of fostering 
compassion, we 
can clear the mind 
of negativity and 
connect with our 
intrinsic qualities of 
clarity and warmth.

APRIL

The Dharmic Life
with Gesshin 
Greenwood

The Buddha’s 
journey from 
upperclass royalty 
to no-class 
enlightenment 
has the twists and 
turns of a saga. 
Each stage of 
his life contains 
lessons on freeing 
ourselves from 
suffering—lessons 
applicable to our 
own lives here  
and now.

Mira

TRICYCLE ONLINE
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The Conversation

IN “S K I . C LI M B . W R I T E .” 
(Winter 2018), Emily Stifler 
Wolfe chronicled how the 
legendary climber and skier Dick 
Dorworth was transformed by his 

Zen practice. D. C. Risker considered 
the article part of an overplayed trend 
toward profiling extraordinary figures, 
writing, “The extreme case always 
seems in vogue. . . . Isn’t ordinary life 
supposed to be the way . . .  especially 
in Zen?” Others found the article 
inspiring; @foreverantrim tweeted 
that the article was “simply fantastic. ” 
 
J. SUNARA SASSER’S REFLECTION 
on her experience in Soka Gakkai Inter-
national as a black American, “Why Are 

There So Many Black Buddhists?” 
(tricycle.org, October 16, 2018), was 
hotly debated. Thomas Ellis was glad that 
there is “a sect with growing popularity 
that is committed to challenging racism 
and oppression in all its forms.” Others 
argued that Buddhists should strive to 
be color-blind. Joseph Anderson wrote: 
“The author’s attachment to race is some-
thing they will eventually have to over-
come if they are to continue forward in 
Buddhist teachings.” “Operaman” crit-
icized any pretense at color blindness, 
writing that “some of the comments on 
this thread reflect why American san- 
ghas can seem unwelcoming to black 
people,” and noting he was sad to see 
others “judge the author … rather than 

showing compassion for challenges 
that black Americans must live with for 
no reason other than the color of their  
skin. . . . When a sangha is overwhelm-
ingly of one race or one class in the 
midst of a diverse community, it is fair 
to wonder whether it is the sangha, and 
not the uncomfortable person of color, 
that has an attachment that might bear 
further reflection.”

“TH E  O N E  P U R E  D H A R M A” 
(Winter 2018) by Judith 
Hertog took a deep dive into 

the controversial and rapidly expanding 
New Kadampa Tradition (NKT) and 
its leader, Geshe Kelsang Gyatso. Many 
readers were critical of the NKT, while 
some NKT members criticized the arti-
cle’s direction: Lesly Weiner says she 
has been “happily practicing within the 
NKT for 17 years,” and Joan Boccafola 
noted that the article lacked the voices 
of  “those of us who are very happy being 
Kadampas.” Reader “Giankar” saw value 

Our readers respond to Tricycle’s print and online stories.

Letters to the Editor
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T H E  Q U E S T I O N

How did you know 
you had found the right 

school or sangha for you?
When I read and listened to the Thai forest tradition 

teachings of Thanissaro Bhikkhu, they just made 
sense to me. I found answers to basic foundational 
questions that I had been wondering about all my 

life, and the connection grew from there. 
—Mary Freeman Ericson

I haven’t yet.  
—Kathleen Russell

Kathleen Russell, you aren’t alone, friend. 
—David Hickerson

Once I met my teacher, I just knew. 
—Bobby Devito

More important: how do you find a school or a
sangha? I live in Alabama, and I have had a tough 

time finding a mentor locally.    
—Karen McClure

FOR THE NEXT ISSUE:  

The spiritual teacher Ram Dass (p. 76) keeps photos of both Barack Obama  
and Donald Trump on his altar. Do you incorporate an inspiring or challenging  

contemporary figure into your practice? Email editorial@tricycle.org.

in the NKT’s focus on purity, writing 
that the school “just stresses the impor-
tance of following one practice sincerely, 
without making a New Age salad of 
half-digested practices.” Some former 
NKT members sang another tune: Pete 
Woods described having felt “manipu-
lated” when attending an NKT center, 
and  “Peace 2 all” expressed fear that “I 
would have lost myself to the NKT” 
if not for “the brave people that have 
spoken out about their experience.”

F OLLOWING DZONGSAR 
Jamyang Khyentse Rinpoche’s 
Facebook letter of admiration 

and support for Aung San Suu Kyi, 
Burmese Buddhist activist Maung 
Zarni and journalist Matthew 
Gindin’s response, “An Open Letter 
to Dzongsar Jamyang Khyentse 
Rinpoche” (tricycle.org, November 
28, 2018), elicited strong reactions. A  
number of readers applauded the arti-
cle and expressed concern over the  
original letter. Barbara Delaney wrote, 
“[His] complete disregard for the 
plight of the Rohingya stood out and 
was deeply disappointing.” Academic 
and blogger Justin Whitaker is “very 
grateful” for the response to Dzong-
sar Khyentse, who “seems to have a 
profound misunderstanding of and 
even disdain for ‘the West.’” The 
Tibetan Feminist Collective called 
the response “a must-read.” Tenzin 
Peljor, owner of the blog Strug- 
gling with DiffiCult Issues, added: 
“Dharma realizations don’t make you 
an expert on cross-cultural issues or 
geopolitics.” But Sherab Jamtsho felt 
that Dzongsar Jamyang Khyentse’s 
letter was intended to make readers  
engage in critical thinking and 
“deserves an open-minded introspec-
tion by the West, instead of paranoia 
about any criticism that comes their 
way.” “Jacaranda” questioned Aung 
San Suu Kyi’s ability to challenge the 
military’s treatment of the Rohingya 
without facing “death or persecution” 
and argued that her lying low “is the 
intelligent thing to do.” 
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L E T T E R  F R O M  T H E  E D I T O R

A  
UNIQUELY  
AMERICAN 
BUDDHISM

I S AMERICA BEST DEFINED AS A F UNDAMEN-
tally white and Christian nation, or is it a land of 
multiple races and ethnicities and a haven for religious 
freedom?”

That question lies at the heart of Duncan Ryuken 
Williams’s new book, American Sutra: A Story of Faith and 
Freedom in the Second World War (for an adapted excerpt, see 
p. 46). For decades this question has seemed all but rhetor-
ical to most of us, yet with recent attempts to stem the flow 
of Muslim immigration to this country, it’s a question that’s 
assuming a new urgency. 

Williams, professor of religion and East Asian languages 
and cultures at the University of Southern California, docu-
ments the internment of tens of thousands of Japanese Amer-
icans in the aftermath of the Imperial Army’s attack on Pearl 
Harbor in December 1941. The action taken against Japanese 
Americans was swift: for years they had been under surveillance 
by a mistrustful US government, which had kept meticulous 
track of their habits, religious affiliations, and whereabouts, and 
plans for mass arrests were already in place. By February 1942, 
President Roosevelt had signed into law Executive Order 9066, 
allowing the military to place all persons of Japanese descent—
or even partial descent—in internment camps. 

In stark contrast, the loyalties of Americans of German 
and Italian descent remained largely unchallenged. Race, it 
turned out, was not the only factor at play. The American 
government was particularly suspicious of Buddhists, whose 
religion they considered alien and a threat to national secu-
rity; Christians of Japanese descent were treated with more 
leniency, though they too were interned. But despite the 

government’s extreme hostility toward 
Buddhism and the harsh conditions it 
inflicted on the Japanese Americans 
in the camps, Buddhist life flourished 
among the interned. Indeed, the camps 
served as a kind of crucible out of which 
a uniquely American Buddhism was 
born, one that not only strengthened 
Japanese Americans’ ties to their reli-
gion but also—and poignantly—deep-
ened their loyalty to a Constitution that 
afforded them the freedom to practice 
it. In the camps, Buddhists of diverse 
traditions practiced together, modeling a 
pluralism that has come to characterize 
American Buddhism.

Since World War II,  Japanese Amer-
icans have often been the fiercest defend-
ers of religious freedom, most recently 
in spirited protests against President 
Trump’s Muslim travel ban. Although 
the US Supreme Court found that the 
travel ban fell within the president’s 
authority, it overturned its 1944 deci-
sion affirming the constitutionality of 
Executive Order 9066. Despite this 
silver lining, however, the Muslim ban 
had already cast suspicion on yet another 
religious minority that Trump’s predeces-
sors had been at great pains to protect. 

I spoke with Duncan Williams in 
our most recent episode of Tricycle 
Talks (tricycle.org/trikedaily/japanese- 
internment-buddhism). He told me 
about an elderly Japanese woman who, 
in the days following 9/11, had planted 
herself on the steps of a local mosque 
in Hawaii. Asked by the imam what 
had brought her there, she answered, 
“I just want to make sure nothing bad 
happens.” Williams’s narrative—a 
warning meticulously researched and 
compellingly told—invites us to join in 
her vigilance.

—James Shaheen
Editor and Publisher

“
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F E A T U R E D  C O N T R I B U T O R S

MICHAEL AVEDON

This issue, we feature the work of legendary 
photographer Richard Avedon in “The Coconut 
Monk” (p. 42) and of his grandson, Michael, 
whose portraiture complements our interview 
with Nichiren Buddhist artist Aretha Busby (p. 
72). Buddhist connections run deep in the Avedon 
family. John Avedon, Michael’s father and Richard’s 
son, is an author of several books on Tibetan 
Buddhism; he’s also responsible for introducing 
monk-photographer (and abbot) Nicholas 
Vreeland to the tradition. Michael’s mother, Maura 
Moynihan, supports Tibetan refugees and is a 
former consultant to the Rubin Museum of Art and 
the International Campaign for Tibet. Michael told 
us, “It was a pleasure photographing Aretha, whose 
Buddhist practice I find particularly inspiring.”

DUNCAN RYUKEN 
WILLIAMS

“American Buddhism,” 
Duncan Ryuken Williams 
told Tricycle, “is the lineage 
of extraordinary and ordinary 
people who maintain their 
Buddhist practice and faith 
in the midst of personal and 
societal karmic challenges, 
however difficult they may 
be.” Williams, a Soto Zen 
priest and the director of the 
Shito Ito Center for Japanese 
Religions and Culture at 
the University of Southern 
California, has spent nearly 
two decades researching the 
lives of Japanese Americans 
during World War II. His 
work culminates this year 
in American Sutra: A Story 
of Faith and Freedom in the 
Second World War (Harvard 
University Press). In an 
excerpt (p. 46), Williams 
describes the experiences 
of those American citizens 
whose Buddhist faith was 
once deemed a threat to 
national security.

KENNETH TANAKA

Tanaka, a minister as well 
as an emeritus professor 
at Musashino University in 
Tokyo, Japan, invites us onto 
the Shin Buddhist path of 
liberation in “To The Pure 
Land and Back” (p. 66). “If 
we are truly honest with 
ourselves,” he wrote to us, 
“we can’t help but realize the 
Shin view that we are indeed 
foolish and imperfect, and 
that we can find profound 
solace in the teaching that 
we are spiritually accepted 
just as we are.” 

CAROLYN GREGOIRE

Journalist Carolyn Gregoire 
took a look at a unique 
form of generosity for this 
issue: she introduces us 
to BuddhaLand, a 200-
acre plot of land in rural 
Kentucky purchased by a 
retired engineer, Nam Do, 
specifically for Buddhists 
to build upon freely (p. 17). 
“I left our conversation 
feeling so inspired to put 
my practice into action,” 
Gregoire said. Gregoire, a 
yogini, is the coauthor of 
Wired to Create: Unraveling 
the Mysteries of the Creative 
Mind, and a former senior 
writer at Huffington Post.
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H A Buddhist haven emerges in rural Kentucky, thanks to a generous retiree.

By Carolyn Gregoire

F  YO U  D RI V E  J U S T  A N 
hour up Highway 71 from Louis-
ville, Kentucky, toward Cincinnati, 
Ohio, you’ll come upon 200 acres of 
gently rolling hills and pristine coun-
tryside—an area that’s emerging as 

an oasis of Buddhist spiritual life. 
Appropriately dubbed “The 

BuddhaLand,” the Kentucky prop-
erty has been turned into an offering 
to the Buddha and his teachings by 
its proprietor, Nam Do, a 70-year-

old retired engineer and Louisville 
resident originally from Vietnam. 
Since buying the property in 2002, 
Do has been offering free land that 
Buddhist organizations and indi-
viduals can build upon with their 

I
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own funds. His mission is to nurture 
the American Buddhist community 
by providing more dedicated spaces to 
practice in areas where they can connect 
with nature. 

O ARRIVED IN KENTUCKY AS 
a young man in 1975 after flee-
ing Vietnam on a US Navy 

plane, just one day before communists 
took over the country. His family settled 
in Louisville, where he went on to study 
engineering, then work at Ford Motor 
Company for 30 years. From a deep 
sense of gratitude and indebtedness to 
the country that supported him and his 
family, Do dedicated his retirement to 
service, which he sees as part of his spir-
itual practice.  

Do comes from a family of temple 
builders. In 1920, his grandfather built 
the 10,000-square-foot Buu Thanh 
Temple, which today continues to serve 
more than a thousand families in two 

villages in southern Vietnam. His uncle 
and great-uncle both constructed temples 
in a neighboring village, and two monks 
and one nun in his family serve as abbots 
in temples elsewhere in the country. 

The BuddhaLand was created espe-
cially for groups associated with the 
lineage of Do’s lifelong teacher, the 
Vietnamese master Thich Nhat Hanh. 

“Most of [their centers] in the US are 
in cities,” he said. “For the mind, we have 
to seek out mountains and forests.”

Six major projects are currently under 
way at the center, including the Deer 
Mountain Retreat Center, which can 
house up to 500 guests. (Do hopes it will 
become “a Plum Village for the United 
States.”) So far, three local sanghas—
as well as France’s Plum Village—have 
pledged their support, and it is expected 
to be completed in three to four years. 

Other projects in various stages of 
development include a chanting hall, 
scenic overlook and meditation deck, 

three villages (including a cave village 
for extended periods of solitary silent 
retreat), the Stupa of Enlightenment, 
and the Mindful Forest Monastery, all 
of which are associated with Thich Nhat 
Hanh’s sangha. The first monk to join 
the monastery, Louisville native Michael 
Kavish (Thich Tinh Tri), now serves as its 
abbot, and four other monks are slated to 
take up residence there by the year’s end. 

The BuddhaLand is also open to 
other traditions, not just those that 
follow Thich Nhat Hanh. A small 
temple is being built to serve Vietnam-
ese Buddhist families, and the monks 
at Mindfulness Forest Monastery host 
retreats and teachings for Vipassana and 
other local groups. 

“It’s a very peaceful place to prac-
tice,” said Kavish. “There’s a lot of good  
energy here.”

Carolyn Gregoire is a freelance journalist 
 and the coauthor of  Wired to Create.

A podcast devoted each week 
to five material objects is extra 
interesting when a dharma 
teacher is in the guest’s seat. 
In this episode, you’ll learn 
how a T-shirt with a vigilante 
squad’s logo, a Polaroid shot of 
a crushed Volkswagen beetle, 
a book by Chögyam Trungpa 
Rinpoche, a heart-shaped box, 
and a gold watch from the 1970s 
fit into the life story of Buddhist 
teacher and author Susan Piver.
wfpl.org

FIVE THINGS 
“Writer Susan Piver  
Is a Crime Fighter  

and Romantic  
Advice-Giver”

The third season of this ESPN 
podcast takes an investigative 
dive into the complex world 
of hot yoga and its founder, 
Bikram Choudhury. We meet 
many practitioners who believe 
in hot yoga’s transformative 
potential but have yet to 
come to terms with the 
founder’s lies, manipulation, 
increasingly erratic behavior, 
and alleged sexual abuse. This 
five-part series, reported by 
journalist and former Bikram 
studio manager Julia Lowrie 
Henderson, is a must-listen in 
light of #MeToo.
30for30podcasts.com

30 FOR 30
“Bikram”

Comedian, actor, and podcaster 
Pete Holmes says that Sharon 
Salzberg is “a delightfully down-
to-earth Buddhist that anybody 
can enjoy.” We couldn’t agree 
more. You’ll need to set aside 
a good chunk of time to listen 
(nearly three hours), but you’ll be 
rewarded with tales of Sharon’s 
overland trip to India from Turkey 
when she was 18; finding her 
practice in Bodhgaya (the site of 
the Buddha’s enlightenment); 
and her take on why we can’t 
really fail at meditation.
stitcher.com

Religion scholar Elaine Pagels sits 
down with host Terry Gross. In 
the late 1980s, Pagels descended 
into debilitating grief after her 
6-year-old son died from a heart 
condition and her husband died 
in a mountain climbing accident 
a year later. Pagels talks candidly 
about feeling far away from 
“faith” during this dark time 
but also tells how Christian and 
Hebrew texts and the meditation 
she learned from Trappist monks 
helped her to heal eventually.
npr.org

YOU MADE IT 
WEIRD WITH 

PETE HOLMES 
“Sharon Salzberg”

FRESH AIR 
“Why Religion? Asks 

How Hearts Can Heal 
After Tragedy”

PODCAST PICKS
4 podcasts no Buddhist listener should miss

F O R  Y O U R  C O M M U T E


D

1 9S P R I N G  2 0 1 9   |  T R I C Y C L E

O P E N I N G S

with Jules Shuzen Harris,
abbot of Soji Zen Center 

An inside look at the daily activities of a dharma teacher in Lansdowne, PA 
Photographs by Jeenah Moon

A  D A Y  I N  T H E  D H A R M A



  I get up and sit shikentaza 
(meditation) for half an hour. I 
sit again in the late afternoon.

   I drive to the grocery store 
to pick up items for dinner. 
Depending on what I’m 
making, I’ll prepare and cook 
when I get back or later in the 
evening.

  I practice laido, the art of drawing and 
cutting with a samurai sword, a couple of 
times a week at the Center. After returning 
home, I study until 3 or 4 p.m. Whether 
I’m preparing for a dharma talk or study 
group or reviewing koans, I like to stay at 
the top of my game. 

  On Sundays in 
particular, I go to the 

Center. First I wipe 
down the exterior 

window sills, and then 
we start. We have 

three periods of sitting 
meditation and two 

of kinhin (walking 
meditation). I offer 

dokusan (private 
interviews) and give a 

dharma talk.

   I prepare dinner. My 
specialties are salmon and 

pasta, although sometimes 
I put ingredients into my 
crock pot in the morning 
and let that cook all day.

7:30 am

10 a.m. 11 a.m.

5 p.m.

9 a.m.

8 a.m.
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How has corporate 
mindfulness changed 
and evolved since you 
spoke with us nearly 
20 years ago?
So much has changed, 
because so many 
corporations now have 
programs. I still feel 
that teaching these 
practices to human 
beings is a good thing. 
We did not go into 
Monsanto expecting 
or trying to change the 
corporation. Instead, 
we were offering mind-
fulness to individual 
people as an experi-
ment, an exploration to 
see what could happen 
when people were 
learning and practicing 
in the workplace.

Monsanto’s CEO 
has since retired, 
and the next CEO 
canceled everything to 
do with that program, 
as often happens. We 
had done so much 
work, established this 
program, and zap—it 
disappeared. 

I didn’t accept 
another invitation into 
corporate life until 
Google called me in 
2007. A number of 
people wanted to 
establish the program 
at the grassroots level, 
and I thought it would 
influence a lot of other 
organizations, which 
it did. The training 
program we developed, 
 “Search Inside Your- 
selves: Mindfulness- 
Based Emotional 
Intelligence,” has really 
helped young engineers 

who’ve been in front of 
their screens develop 
awareness. Is it true to 
the dharma? I think so.

What other new chal-
lenges exist today?
A lot of people are 
teaching mindfulness—
basically sitting and 
watching your breath, 
listening to sounds, and 
walking meditation. But  
it is also important to 
awaken compassion 
and kindness in people 
through practices based 
on tonglen [the Tibetan 
practice of “sending” 
happiness to others and 
“receiving” their suffer-
ing] or lovingkindness.  
In this country today, 
we need to listen to 
and appreciate each 
other and abstain from 
judgment. Mindful 
listening practices are 
really helpful.

But these programs 
will work only if they 
are well developed and 
are led by teachers 
who embody the 
dharma. Today, many 
people are being 
trained in short courses, 
and some people are 
not even trained. 
And there’s that old 
problem of people 
saying, “Oh, close your 
eyes and watch your 
breath—that’s easy, I 
could teach that.”

What criticisms of 
teaching mindfulness 
in corporate settings 
remain?
That you’re allowing 
bad people to do bad 

n 2001, Tricycle’s founder, Helen Tworkov, spoke with the medita-
tion teacher Mirabai Bush about teaching mindfulness to employees 
at Monsanto, an agriculture company making genetically modified 
seeds and powerful herbicides. Environmentalists and many others have 
been concerned with GMO “frankenfood,” possible carcinogens in the 
ubiquitous weed-killer Roundup, and the company’s aggressive lobbying 
against food labeling in Washington. Back then, Bush said:

I was persuaded to work with Monsanto because so many people work in-
side corporations, and because of the increasing power of corporations, not 
just economically but culturally, worldwide. I concluded that it could be 
very beneficial to change consciousness inside a corporation. Once I began 
to think that way, I saw my own resistances and saw the challenge of going 
into this situation without judgment. We certainly needed to maintain 
discriminating awareness about the products this company was producing, 
but if we could conduct a practice retreat in a space of nonjudgment and 
be open with each other, then we could see whether, indeed, this practice 
could help people open to a wider view, as it helped me.

Bush, who cofounded the Center for Contemplative Mind in Society, 
recently revisited the topic with Tricycle.

RE: CORPORATE 
MEDITATION

W H A T  W E R E  Y O U  T H I N K I N G ?


I
Mirabai Bush was one of the first to bring meditation to the 

corporate sector. Two decades later, she stands by her decision.
By Wendy Joan Biddlecombe Agsar

O P E N I N G S

2 1S P R I N G  2 0 1 9   |  T R I C Y C L E

SH
U

TT
ER

ST
O

C
K

/O
LI

V
ER

 F
O

ER
ST

N
ER

things better. I would 
not enter a corpo-
ration that is doing 
things that are not 
within right livelihood, 
such as making weap-
ons or mining coal. 
But after that, it’s a 
difficult ethical mat-
ter. Ethics in tech-
nology is a big issue 
right now—everything 
from fake news on 
Facebook to whether 
Google is adjusting 
their algorithm for 
China. These are big 
questions, and these 
practices can only 
help people approach 
them with a clearer, 
calmer, and more 
open mind.

Can you tell me about 
an instance where 
you felt this training 
really paid off?
There is this uncon-
sciousness that  
people bring into  
corporate life; they 
don’t question. One 
time at Monsanto, a 
scientist who worked 
on the weed killer 
Roundup came to me 
during a silent retreat 
and said, “Mirabai, I 
was just sitting and I 
realized that we make 
products that kill life.” 
It was this surprising 
moment in his medi- 
tation: that thought 
had never occurred 
to him before. Once 
a person is given an 
opportunity to explore 
the inner life, there is 
no predicting what he 
or she will find.  

C OPENHAGEN’S YOUNGEST cemetery is also the Danish 
capital’s most progressive. Bispebjerg Cemetery, established as a 
Christian resting place in 1903 and known best for its blooming 
cherry trees in spring, has special areas for atheist, Swedish, Rus-
sian, Catholic, and Muslim graves. Buddhism is the latest tradition 

to get its own section in the cemetery. 
Ole Nordstrom, chair of the Buddhistisk Bisættelses Forening (Society for Bud-

dhist Burials), said that planning for the 108-square-meter space, which includes 
a columbarium and stupa, dates as far back as 1993. The first step was getting 
Buddhism recognized as a religion in Denmark, Nordstrom told Tricycle, and the 
initiative was inspired in part by his parents’ wishes to receive a Buddhist burial. The 
urn repository was dedicated three years later. 

Construction of the cemetery’s stupa, which includes sacred objects from the 16th 
Karmapa, the 17th Karmapa Ogyen Trinley Rinpoche, and Tenga Rinpoche as well as 
stones from monasteries in Bodhgaya and Tibet, was completed in 2018. That October 
three monks from Benchen Monastery in Kathmandu dedicated the sacred structure 
for the official opening. The Tibetan Buddhist teacher Khandro Rinpoche is also plan-
ning a stop this summer to offer her blessings, Nordstrom said.

The cemetery section is open to Buddhists of all traditions for burial—even “people 
who feel Buddhist and wish to be buried here are welcome,” Nordstrom said. Copen-
hagen administrators believe this is the country’s first Christian cemetery to house a 
Tibetan Buddhist structure.

—Wendy Joan Biddlecombe Agsar

A FINAL RESTING PLACE FOR 
BUDDHISTS IN COPENHAGEN

B U D D H A  B U Z Z


Bispebjerg Cemetery in 
Copenhagen, Denmark
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Weekly video  
teachings with beloved 

Buddhist teachers

Unlimited access  
to daily exclusive web 

content

Monthly online  
screenings of the best 

in spiritual film

20+  
downloadable  

e-books

To subscribe, visit tricycle.org/subscribe  |  To give a gift subscription, visit tricycle.org/gift
BOOK YOUR SPOT TODAY AT RETREATOURS.COM/TRICYCLE

Experience 
Buddhist Traditions 

on a Tricycle Pilgrimage
Join us on one of our intimate and transformative pilgrimage trips, where we  
combine Buddhist practice and adventure at historic sites around the world.

Upcoming Pilgrimages
INDIA

NOVEMBER 1–13, 2019
L ADAKH

JUNE 17–28, 2019
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H EN VENERABLE 
Bhante Buddha- 
rakkhita, now 52, 

first became interested in Buddhism, it 
didn’t take him long to realize that the 
tradition wasn’t very well established 
in his home country of Uganda—or 
even his home continent. But after 
years spent living abroad and tireless 
commitment, in the course of which he 
survived an assassination attempt  and 

received many strange looks at his robes, 
he became one of the first Africans to  
establish a Buddhist center on the continent.

Born Steven Kaboggoza in Kampala  
and raised Roman Catholic, the young 
man who would become Bhante  
Buddharakkhita didn’t know there  
were other religions besides Chris- 
tianity and Islam when he went to India  
in 1990 to study business at Panjab  
University in Chandigarh. But he  

was immediately drawn to two Thai  
monks who were his classmates. 

“When I saw the monks, I felt a 
connection,” he said. Inspired by the 
Buddhist teachings they shared with him 
and their suggestions of “practical ways 
to reach ultimate happiness,” he spent 
a few years on a spiritual search, travel-
ing to Dharamsala (home of His Holi-
ness the Dalai Lama and the Tibetan 
government-in-exile), as well as Nepal, 
Tibet, and Thailand, where he supported 
himself working as a scuba instructor.

Kaboggoza realized early on that 
while there were religious and cultural 
Tibetan Buddhist organizations all 
around the world, there was not a 
single one in Africa. He decided that he 
would start the first, but he had a long 
way to go before making his dream a 
reality. When he asked the Dalai Lama 
to bless the endeavor, the Tibetan 
Buddhist leader scratched his head and 
told him he would need to find friends 
to help—His Holiness didn’t have any 
contacts to offer. 

BUDDHISM TAKES 
ROOT IN AFRICA

Bhante Buddharakkhita, one of the first African Buddhist monks, is 
melding Buddhism with traditional African wisdom in Uganda. 

By Eliza Rockefeller

G O I N G  G L O B A L


Bhante Buddharakkhita 
greets the morning light at 

the Uganda Buddhist Center 
by sitting before the brass 

“Mirembe Buddha” (Luganda, 
“Peace Buddha”) statue.

WJoin us on one of our intimate and transformative pilgrimage trips, where we  
combine Buddhist practice and adventure at historic sites around the world.
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After eight years abroad, Kaboggoza 
returned to Uganda in 1998. His relatives 
were expecting to welcome a prosper-
ous businessman. What they got, Bhante 
Buddharakkhita later wrote in his book, 
Planting Dhamma Seeds in Africa, was a 
man with a shaved head carrying Buddhist 
books and scuba gear instead of a briefcase. 
But he wasn’t there for long. The lack of a 
spiritual community led him abroad again, 
first to South America, then to a three-
month retreat at Insight Meditation Soci-
ety in Barre, Massachusetts, where he met 
his teacher, the Theravada monk Bhante 
Henepola Gunaratana. He decided to 
dedicate himself fully to spiritual life and 
was ordained in California in 2002 by the 
late Venerable U Silananda. 

No matter where he was in the world,  
no matter what Buddhist tradition he  
followed, Bhante Buddharakkhita’s  

dream of starting a center stayed with him. 
Returning to Uganda, he drew enough 
local followers and donations from 
supporters in Asia to purchase land in 
Entebbe, a town outside of Kampala, the 
nation’s capital, and in 2005 he opened the  
Uganda Buddhist Center there. The 
early years presented many challenges: 
Dressed in his maroon robes and holding 
a begging bowl, Bhante Buddharakkhita 
was frequently mistaken for a member 
of the Maasai ethnic group, a traditional 
medicine man, or even a cutting-edge 
fashionista. When he tried to buy one 
parcel of land for his center, the neighbors  
refused to talk to him, suspecting he 
was a wizard. Though he shrugs off 
most of these cultural misunderstand-
ings with a laugh, on one occasion he 
was attacked at his center and narrowly 
escaped a bullet at close range. He wasn’t 

discouraged, however,  and instead viewed  
the incident as an opportunity to 
“transform trauma into dhamma” and 
strengthen his resolve. 

Soon after he returned to Uganda,  many 
of Bhante Buddharakkhita’s immediate 
family members converted to Buddhism, 
moved by his teachings and meditation 
instructions as well as the respect shown 
him by South Asian Buddhist immigrants 
in the region. Even his mother decided to 
ordain; now known as Venerable Dham-
makami, she serves as the center’s resident 
nun. Bhante Buddharakkhita’s sister is 
raising her children Buddhist, and Bhante 
has ordained three new monks, men who 
found their way to the center from Uganda, 
Rwanda, and Egypt. In 2015 he founded 
the African Buddhist Union, an umbrella 
group aimed at uniting practitioners across 
the continent. 

Bhante has also started a number of 
development projects that benefit the 
local community. To alleviate a short-
age of clean water, the Uganda Buddhist 
Center drilled a new well on their 
grounds to share with their neighbors; 
they also plant trees and run a women’s 
economic empowerment program in 
addition to a “Peace School,” a Buddhist 
version of Sunday school. 

Over the years Bhante Buddha- 
rakkhita has refined his teaching style, and  
today he highlights the similarities be- 
tween African culture and Buddhism. “I  
use African wisdom as the foundation for  
my teaching,” he says. He emphasizes,  
for instance, the similarity between the  
South African concept of ubuntu [“You  
are because I am, I am because you  
are”] and dependent origination, and  
he begins his talks on karma with a  
popular Ugandan proverb about cause  
and effect: “When you eat a mushroom  
with a maggot in it,  it will eat you when  
you’re in the grave.” He sums up his work  
this way: “You can’t bring a bucket  
of sand and drop it there and say, ‘OK,  
here’s Buddhism.’  You cultivate the soil  
[with African wisdom] and make sure  
that it’s very fertile, and then bring  
the dharma seed and plant it.”  The result,  
he hopes, will be a thriving and uniquely  
African version of Buddhism.   

B U D D H I S M  B Y  T H E  N U M B E R S

African Great 
Lakes Region

O L D E S T  C E N T E R: 1915-1920
The Tanzania Buddhist Temple and Meditation Center 
in Dar es Salaam, founded by Sri Lankan immigrants

N E W E S T  C E N T E R: 2008
Kagyu Samye Dzong Lubumbashi, in Lubumbashi, 

DRC, a Kagyu Tibetan Buddhist center

♦♦♦ 3 Kenya
♦♦♦ 3 DRC*
♦ 1 Tanzania
♦ 1 Uganda 

*Democratic Republic of the Congo

Number of  
Buddhist centers 

8
Number of 
wheelchairs 
the Nairobi 
Theravada 

Buddhist Center 
has donated 
across Kenya

350

10

Estimated number 
of ordained 

Buddhist monks 
and nuns

(9 monks, 1 nun) 
Number of Tricycle subscribers 

(Tanzania and Kenya) 2
Data from BuddhaNet’s World Buddhist Directory,  

The Buddhist Channel, and correspondence with centers
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WHAT WE’RE 
READING

By Wendy Joan Biddlecombe Agsar

Autumn Light: Season of 
Fire and Farewells
by Pico Iyer
Knopf, April 2019, $25.95, 
256 pp., cloth

According to the well-
known travel writer Pico 
Iyer, autumn is Japan’s 
“secret heart.” Iyer’s latest 
book uses his adopted coun-
try’s brilliant light and its 
radiant foliage that accom-
panies the short days and 
longer nights as a backdrop 
for the year that followed 
his father-in-law’s death at 
the age of 91. The resulting 
book is a reflection on rela-
tionships, loss, and imper-
manence, and a portrait of 
a country where frequent 
occasions to honor the dead 
ensure that the departed are 
never forgotten. 

Erotic Love Poems  
from India
by Andrew Schelling 
Shambhala Publications, 
January 2019, $14.95,  
136 pp., paper 

Sleepless nights, jealousy, 
deceit, a parrot who “chat-
ters out” the passionate 
pillow talk overheard the 
night before for the whole 
household to hear—these 
8th-century poems by an 
anonymous author cover 
the full spectrum of love 
and heartbreak. Although 
they have long been read 
and treasured in Southeast 
Asia, an English version was 
not available until Andrew 
Schelling published his 
translation in 2004. The 
book is being reissued this 
year to reach a new genera-
tion of readers. 

N E W  B O O K S 



Buddhism: An Introduc-
tion to the Buddha’s Life, 
Teachings, and Practices
by Joan Duncan Oliver
St. Martin’s Essentials, April 
2019, $14.99, 128 pp., paper

If you want to learn more 
about the foundations of 
Buddhism, let Joan Duncan 
Oliver be your guide. A 
practitioner for the last 40 
years, Oliver swiftly moves 
through chapters on the 
Buddha’s life, how the tradi-
tion changed in the centuries 
following his death, and his 
teachings and practices. 

All readers will appreciate 
the handy glossary that cov-
ers highlighted terms in the 
book, so you can turn to the 
back—instead of Google—if 
you’re unsure what arahant, 
lama, or upaya means. 

SCHOLAR’S 
CORNER
Ann Gleig, a professor 
at the University of 
Central Florida who  
specializes in contem- 
porary Buddhism and 
Hinduism, leaves no 
stone unturned in 
American Dharma, 
the first scholarly 
work to examine 
recent and rapid 
changes among the 
“meditation-based 
convert Buddhist 
modern lineages in 
North America.” 
American Dharma’s 
six case studies offer 
a comprehensive look 
at this new landscape, 
from diversity issues 
and the commitment 
to social justice to 
improper or abusive  
relationships between 
teachers and students 
to the emphasis on 
individual meditation 
that often discards 
the ritual and com-
munity practices 
of Asian Buddhists. 
What results is a 
dense but engaging 
read on the trends 
that have shaped the 
tradition while it takes 
root in the West.
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Dungse Jampal Norbu is 
a dharma teacher in the 
Tibetan Buddhist sangha 
Mangala Shri Bhuti and  
the son and dharma heir of  
Dzigar Kongtrul Rinpoche. 
His mother, Elizabeth Mat-
tis Namgyel, is a teacher in 
the same lineage. 
 
Where did you grow up?  
Crestone, a town in central 
Colorado. 
When did you become a 
Buddhist, and why? I grew 
up in a Buddhist family, but 
I made the choice to study 
the dharma when I was 16. I 
didn’t know what I wanted to 
do with my life, but I knew 
that working with my mind 
would be a great asset.
What’s your favorite break-
fast on retreat? I’m usually 
on retreat in the winter, so 
I enjoy stir-fried vegetables 
with rosemary thyme hash 
browns or hot miso soup 
with rice and pickles.
What’s your daily practice?  
I travel a lot when I’m not 
in retreat, so a consistent 
schedule isn’t always possi-
ble. I aim for 42 minutes of 
vipassana meditation (42 is 
a significant number in the 
Nyingma tradition).

What’s the longest you’ve 
gone without meditating? 
Sometimes I go a couple of 
weeks without long medi-
tation, but I never skip my 
evening prayers and daily 
offering, which makes it a bit 
easier to get back on track.
Favorite aphorism?  
“Don’t be a loyalist to ego”—a 
lojong [mind training] slogan.
Favorite musician? Arctic 
Monkeys and Sarah Jarosz.
Longest retreat? 108 days.
Book on your nightstand?  
I’m a bibliophile, so there are 
a few: my pecha [a book of 
Tibetan Buddhist texts]; The 
Lotus-Born: The Life Story 
of Padmasambhava by Yeshe 
Tsogyal; Instructions by Neil 
Gaiman with illustrations by 
Charles Vess; and 18 Buddha 
Hands Qigong by Larry 
Johnson.
What do you like to do in 
your free time? 
Hiking and cooking.
What non-Buddhist do you 
look to for guidance? 
Bruce Lee.
Coffee or tea? 
Pu’erh or chai tea.
What were you voted as in 
high school? My dorm had 
an incident the year they 
started the honor system, 
and everyone was suspended 
except me (I was asleep in 
my room). Later that month 
I got on honor roll. I didn’t 
get an explanation; I suspect 
it was connected.
Favorite subject in school? 
Philosophy and Shakespear-
ean literature.
What was your first job? 
Shelving books in a local 
bookstore.
Join Dungse Jampal Norbu in 
March for his online teaching 
series “Compassion in Polariz-
ing Times” at tricycle.org 
/dharmatalks.

T R I C Y C L E . O R G 
V I S I T I N G 
T E A C H E R

DUNGSE 
JAMPAL 
NORBU

WHAT WE’RE  
REREADING
The Culture of Narcissism

B O O K S

IN HIS 1970S BESTSELLER 
The Culture of Narcissism, 
historian and critic Chris-
topher Lasch observed that 

“the left has too often served as 
a refuge from the terrors of the 
inner life.” Despite his tren-
chant critique of the self- 
absorption of the “me-decade,” 
Lasch did much to expose the 
“oversimplified divide between 
‘real’ issues and personal issues,” 
a misleading distinction that 
persists to this day. He likewise 
debunked the popular notion 
that the therapeutic pursuits of 
the era addressed psychic ills 
peculiar to the well-off, argu-
ing that the desperation and 
alienation afflicting the urban 
poor had merely (and finally) 
caught up with the rest of soci-
ety. Among other things, The 
Culture of Narcissism has a lot 
to say about the much misun-
derstood relationship between 
political and inner life in our 
own time.

—James Shaheen,
Editor & Publisher
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in my forehead that I let go of by broad-
ening my gaze and sensing my feet on 
the ground. Once you know how the 
poisons feel, you can recognize their 
absence through sensations rather than 
thinking abstractly about whether they 
are there or not. From there you can find 
a sweet spot, free from the poisons—a 
moment of awakening worthy of being 
savored in any season.  

Hai An (Sister Ocean) is a Buddhist 
monastic ordained in the Plum Village 
tradition by Thich Nhat Hanh. listenlove 
trust.wordpress.com

the experience to last or wanting more of 
anything. When wonder doesn’t appear, 
aversion might be present in a judgmen-
tal, comparing mindset, or delusion may 
leave you distracted or confused.

The fourth step is to work with 
the three poisons to explore how they 
feel in the body. For me, craving pres-
ents as a physical sense of reaching 
forward, whereas aversion feels like a 
hardening and pushing away. Both of 
these can be released by relaxing the 
muscles of the body and taking a few 
deep breaths. Delusion is a dull agita-
tion of the nervous system and pressure 

I’M  F R O M  C A N A D A , 
where the winters are long. By the 
time spring arrives, each ray of warm 
sunshine feels like a little miracle. Yet 
even in the best of times, busyness and 
digital distraction make it easy to over-
look these signs of renewal. For years I 
yearned for spring to arrive, and when 
it did, I missed it. It wasn’t until I found 
the dharma that I was able to be pres-
ent in the world with wonder—even the 
trees near my bus stop felt alive. Anyone 
can learn to appreciate the changing of 
the seasons with a few simple practices.

First, choose a spot that you’ll pass on 
a regular basis, like a tree, park, or cracked 
spot in the sidewalk where dandelions 
tend to grow. Make a habit of pausing 
there regularly, even if only briefly. 

Second, bring awareness to the 
sensory experience of the spot. See the 
color and texture of the last pile of salty 
snow melting and the buds beginning 
to emerge. Listen to the breeze and the 
birds flying overhead. Feel the bark and 
leaves with your fingers, and the sensa-
tions of your feet in your shoes on the 
ground. Smell the air and notice when 
the flowers start to bloom. This can be 
as short as a few breaths, if you practice 
with full awareness.

Third, invite wonder in. This cannot 
be forced, but can be encouraged by atti-
tudes of curiosity and gratitude. Think-
ing “How amazing to get to see this leaf 
unfurl today” or asking “Is there room 
for some wonder right now?” can some-
times be enough. Even if the answer is 
“no,” the questioning itself can bring you 
to the world more fully alive. 

This practice is simple but also tricky, 
because the mind can quickly slide into 
what the Buddha called the three poisons, 
or the root of all suffering—craving, aver-
sion, and delusion. When wonder mani-
fests, it can switch into craving—wanting 

INVITING IN THE 
WONDER OF SPRING 

Seasonal change is an opportunity to be present  
in the world—one dandelion at a time.

Hai An (Sister Ocean)

S E A S O N A L  P R A C T I C E
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BERLIN
You know about Checkpoint Charlie and the Berlin Wall. But what 

about Europe’s first Theravada Buddhist center?
By Wendy Joan Biddlecombe Agsar

1|Das Buddhistische 
Haus

Start your journey at the 
oldest and largest Theravada 
center in Europe. Founded 
in 1924 by Dr. Paul Dahlke, 
a physician and devoted 
practitioner, the Asian-archi-
tecture–inspired complex is 
built on a hill in the city’s af-
fluent Frohnau area, with 73 
steps leading up to the tem-
ple (visitors should keep this 
climb in mind when planning 
their visit). Dahlke died just 
four years after construction 
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ROM T H E REICHSTAG TO T H E BRANDENBURG GAT E 
to the Topography of Terror, Berlin oozes with opportunities for 
contemplation, especially when it comes to the Second World War, 
which seems much less distant in Germany’s capital city.

The dharma runs deep throughout the rest of Germany as 
well—Karl Seidenstücker, who declared Buddhism “the religion 

of the future,” founded a convert Buddhist congregation in Leipzig way back 
in 1903. The first Theravada Buddhist center in Europe was founded on the 
outskirts of Berlin in the 1920s, and the influential Buddhist nun Ayya Khema 
was born in Germany’s capital in 1923. She emigrated to Scotland in the late 30s, 
later reuniting with her Jewish family in Shanghai.

The German government doesn’t keep an official tally on the number of 
Buddhists (though religious Christian and Jewish Germans pay an annual 
Kirchensteuer, or church tax), but the German Buddhist Union estimates that 
the number is around 250,000 and growing. 

Here are seven suggestions for Buddhist visitors to the Gray City:

1

2

3

4

2 9

began, and the buildings 
housed refugees during 
World War II. Monks started 
moving in during the 1950s; 
today, the center is open 
daily for lay practitioners and 
monastics and hosts regular 
lectures, courses,  
and retreats. 
Edelhofdamm 54
das-buddhistische-haus.de 

2| Berlin Dharma
Need a dharma-talk 

fix while you’re here? All 
talks at Berlin Dharma are 
given in English by New York 
expat and Insight meditation 
teacher Peter Doobinin. 
Doobinin holds weekly talks 
on Thursday evenings in 
Prenzlauer Berg, as well as 
multi-part courses at rented 
spaces throughout the 
city (check the website for 
locations).
berlindharma.org 

3|Holocaust Memorial
The memorial isn’t 

Buddhist, but the horrors 
of the Holocaust are often 
remembered here by Jewish 
Buddhists and others, like 
the Zen Peacemakers, who 
have held “bearing witness” 
retreats at Auschwitz for 
more than two decades. 
Berlin’s simple memorial, 
constructed from 2,711 slabs 
of gray concrete, provides 
an incredible contemplative 
experience, especially as 
one ventures farther into 
the memorial and becomes 
dwarfed and confused by 
its overwhelming labyrinth. 
Cora-Berliner-Strasse 1
stiftung-denkmal.de

4| Kantstrasse
Don’t expect any clas-

sical Chinese architecture 
along Kantstrasse, a street in 
the western Berlin neighbor-
hood of Charlottenburg that 

resembles most other streets 
in the city, except for Peking 
ducks hanging in a window. 
But in fact, Chinese immi-
grants who began settling 
here in the 19th century 
were followed by a wave of 
students in the early 20th 
century. Today, the block 
is home to restaurants and 
businesses from countries 
throughout Asia. You’ll find 
all the dumplings and delica-
cies a tourist might want (we 
can vouch for Madame Ngo’s 
pho and Lon Men’s gua bao).

5| Lotos Vihara
This Buddhist nonprofit 

hosts meditation classes from 
a variety of lineages and offers 
solo retreat opportunities 
starting at 30 euros a night 
plus donation. Here in the city 
that created (and has a muse-
um dedicated to) currywurst, 
the Lotos Café provides fresh 
food and vegan options.
Neue Blumenstrasse 5
lotos-vihara.de

6| Bodhicharya
This Tibetan Buddhist 

center in the lineage of 
Ogyen Trinley Dorje, one 
of the claimants to the 17th 
Karmapa title, recently  

completed and dedicated a 
stupa after years of fundrais-
ing, planning, and construc-
tion. All are welcome to expe-
rience the healing and power 
of this sacred structure, and 
the surrounding “Garden of 
the Senses” serves as a home 
to hundreds of medicinal 
plants and a refuge for  
endangered insects.
Kinzigstrasse 25
bodhicharya.de/
 

7| Fo-Guang-Shan Berlin
This Chinese Buddhist 

temple, which is a part of 
Buddha’s Light International 
Association and was estab-
lished in 1993, has Sunday 
services, Wednesday medita-
tion, and a number of cultural 
events for the sangha. The 
temple houses monastics, and 
tours of the complex, which 
features three buddhas in the 
meditation hall and a shrine 
to Kwan Yin, the bodhisattva 
of compassion, are available 
every day but Monday. 
Ackerstrasse 85-86 
facebook.com/Fo- 
Guang-Shan-Berlin- 
216132905163956/

6
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GET OUT OF 
YOUR HEAD

When we project conditioning from our  
past onto the present, we turn a benign moment 

into something else. Understanding the “five  
conditions” can help us get back to reality.

By Sean Murphy

D H A R M A  T A L K
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TEACH I NGS
B U D D H I S T  W I S D O M  T O  L I V E  B Y

IKE MANY OTHERS, I ’VE 
always found traditional Buddhist formula-
tions of the five “aggregates” (Skt., skandhas) 
difficult to put into practice in my everyday life. 
For me, such teachings—which identify the 
five layers of existence that constitute human 
experience—had always landed in the zone of 
“interesting philosophically” but challenging 
to apply practically. This changed when I got 
to know the late American Zen teacher Bernie 
Glassman (1939–2018).

As a student in the early 1990s in the MFA 
writing program at Naropa Institute, a liberal 
arts college in Boulder, Colorado, founded 
by the Tibetan Buddhist teacher Chögyam 
Trungpa, I often acted as chauffeur for Bernie,  

L
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who was on the Naropa board and 
frequently flew in from New York 
for meetings. At this point I was still 
a junior Zen practitioner, and Bernie, 
as one of the first Americans to be 
officially sanctioned as a Zen teacher 
(having received transmission in the 
Zen lineage of  Taizan Maezumi Roshi 
in 1976), seemed to me a larger-than-
life, rather intimidating figure. He told 
me to call him Bernie, which helped 
put my nervousness at ease. And as I 
got to know him, through assisting and 
practicing alongside him in retreats, 
“Bernie” he remained.

I suspect Bernie eventually moved on 
from, or even forgot about, the particu-
lar presentation of the five skandhas that 
he made during an informal seminar 
with Naropa Zen practitioners. His take 
on the five, however, offered clarifica-
tion that I found immediately useful—
so much so that to this day I continue 
to use a version of it with students  
in my university meditation courses, 
many of whom have never  
before encountered Buddhist  
principles.

While translations 
and interpretations of the 
skandha system have differed, 
what they all share is a repre-
sentation of five basic factors 
of human experience. Taken 
together, these factors explain 
the totality of what we think 
of as reality and, by extension, 
the self. A traditional presentation may 
look something like this: 

1. Form (Pali, rupa)—the physical 
world
2.  Sensation or Feeling (vedana)—
not “sensations” or “feelings” as 
they’re meant in ordinary English 
usage, but our simplest responses 
to experience: like, dislike, or 
indifference
3. Perception (sanna)—again, not 
“perception” as conveyed by ordinary 
English, but the recognition or inter-
pretation of sense objects followed by 
mental labeling

4. Mental formations (sankharas)—
volitional mental actions, triggered 
by some object, that produce karma
5. Consciousness (vinnana)—cogni-
zance, including thoughts, which 
this system views as sense objects 
perceived through the “sense gate” 
of the mind

A central point in this system is that 
all the factors that make up our experi-
ence are ever-changing, subject to condi-
tions, ungraspable, and impermanent, 
therefore giving rise to suffering. And 
a “self ” cannot be found in any of them.

Overall, this presentation that I first 
learned in my Zen training is clear and 
useful enough, but start digging into 
the individual terms and the teaching 
becomes a lot fuzzier. For one thing, a 
number of the terms as translated differ 
from their common English meanings. 
And according to the traditional view of 
the fourth skandha, “mental formations,” 
its factors can include everything from 

emotions like envy to inten-
tional states of mind and 
action like right livelihood 
to seemingly involuntary 
ones like lethargy. Perhaps 
one can see why I, for one, 
always found the system’s 
technicalities to be inter-
esting food for thought but 
difficult to actually grasp, 
much less put into practice. 
By saying that, however, I do 

not intend to find fault with the origi-
nal system. Instead, we might speculate 
that these concerns about accessibility 
were what provoked Bernie to reframe 
the five skandhas teaching into a more 
usable version for Western students. 

Bernie’s version departed from the 
original in several ways, but most useful 
for me was the clear distinction he made 
between direct, moment-to-moment 
experiences and the mental projections 
we add on top of those experiences—
the confusion between the two being a 
primary cause of suffering. Of course, what 
he presented was a reframing of the tradi-
tional system, but for a somewhat unusual 

Humor: 
The Lesser-
known 
Buddhist 
Path
BY AJAHN BRAHM

TOO LONG I WAS TOLD 
that the spiritual path is 
dry and intellectual. That 
wisdom is cold. But I have 
seen with my own eyes 
that in the hands of great 
masters, wisdom is warm 
and full of humor. It always 
recognizes the primacy of 
relationships. It seeks to 
create relationships that are 
warm, uplifting, and funny! 
It always insists that it is not 
about me, not about you: 
it is always, always, always 
about us.

From Falling Is Flying: The Dharma of 
Facing Adversity, by Ajahn Brahm and 
Chan Master Guojun, edited by Kenneth 
Wapner © 2019. Reprinted with permis-
sion of Wisdom Publications (wisdompubs 
.org). Ajahn Brahm is a British Thera-
vada Buddhist monk in the Thai Forest 
tradition of Ajahn Chah. He is the abbot 
of Bodhinyana Monastery, in Serpentine, 
Western Australia.

IN Brief

TRICYCLE 
ONLINE

Watch nearly  
a decade’s worth of 
Dharma Talk series 

from today’s leading 
teachers on a variety 
of topics at tricycle 
.org/dharmatalks.
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3. Reaction—the feeling of like, 
dislike, or neutrality provokes a reac-
tion that ranges from leaping to our 
feet at a loud sound to subtle contrac-
tion or relaxation in the body. Such 
reactions may also include complex 
emotional responses like anger, fear, 
or envy—and thus include aspects 
of the traditional fourth skandha, 
mental formations.
4. Recognition/Interpretation—
the mind catches up with an experi-
ence and applies a label to it. In the 
example above, we’ve heard a sound 

reason. Beginning meditation students 
may not be ready for the deeper teach ings 
of non-self that are a part of tradi tional 
presentations of the aggregates, but the 
distinction between moment-to-moment 
experience and the mental fabrications we 
add to it is a point that even new students 
can quickly grasp. Sometimes this realiza-
tion in itself can be transformative.

Although I may have altered some 
terms slightly in the intervening years, 
Bernie’s version of the five skandhas, 
presented as a chain of progression from 
one to the next, basically went like this:

1. Sensation—direct experience, 
through the senses, of the physi-
cal world. Similar to the traditional 
version of “form,” although perhaps 
this version clarifies the point that 
even what we think of as objective 
physical reality is already mediated 
through our senses.
2. Feeling—our simplest inter-
nal response to any sensation: like, 
dislike, or indifference. This is the 
same as the traditional system.

(sensation), disliked it (feel-
ing), and leaped to our feet 
(reaction) before realizing 
it’s a car backfiring. This is 
essentially the same as the 
traditional third skandha.
5. Consciousness—as Bernie 
explained, this is just ordi-
nary human consciousness 
as average people experience 
it. The key aspect for our 
purposes is that this is where 
we download the storehouse 

of past experiences and concepts 
and thereby obscure the direct expe-
rience of the first skandha (sensa-
tion), often creating confusion and 
suffering in the process. 

With beginning students, for simplic-
ity’s sake, I’ll often present the fifth 
skandha as just “the story.” In the above 
example, this is where our mind latches 
onto the loud sound and runs off think-
ing about our neighbor’s noisy car: how 
he’s probably disconnected the emission 
system and is pumping out noxious chem-
icals, damaging the health of the planet; 
how it is that we’ve become so dependent 
on fossil fuels to begin with; and how, if 
we don’t do something to intervene, the 
human race is probably doomed, and 
so on. Our minds have turned a simple 
sound into the end of the world!

PRESENTING THE FIF TH 
aggregate as “the story” 
does not include everything 
the traditional formulation 

implies; nonetheless, it allows students 
to quickly grasp the fundamental point: 
that there’s a big difference between what 
happens to us and what we bring to that 
experience. There lies a key to relieving 
suffering and creating a more satisfying 
life for ourselves and those around us.

For example, we may all have days 
in which nothing bad actually happens 
to us, but how often is there a day when 
we don’t find some excuse to suffer? 
Our suffering in this case is caused by 
confusing reality with concepts and 
judgments based largely on past expe-
rience—by our conditioning, in other 

Bernie 
Glassman

Redeeming 
Desire
BY JULES SHUZEN HARRIS

IN Brief

ONE OF THE MOST COMMON 
mistakes people make about Bud-
dhism is to think that its goal is to give 
up all desire, to become completely 
detached from everything. Aside 
from the fact that this is impossi-
ble, it is simply not the goal of Zen. 
In fact, one of the three essentials 
for awakening in Zen (aside from 
great faith and great doubt) is great 
determination. We cannot awaken to 
our true nature without a great deal of 
determination and effort, and deter-
mination can only arise from a desire 
for awakening.

From Zen beyond Mindfulness: Using Buddhist and 
Modern Psychology for Transformational Practice, by 
Jules Shuzen Harris © 2019. Reprinted with permission of 
Shambhala Publications (shambhala.com). Jules Shuzen 
Harris, a Zen teacher in the Soto lineage, founded the 
Soji Zen Center in Lansdowne, Pennsylvania (see p. 19).
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words—importing fear and other pain-
ful emotions into an otherwise neutral 
or even benign moment. For this 
reason, I now call the five skandhas the 
“five conditions,” a term pulled from a 
common version of the Heart Sutra, a 
core text of Mahayana Buddhism.

By applying mindful attention to 
the unfolding of the five conditions, 
I tell my students, we may be able to 
catch ourselves reacting according to 
our conditioning—perhaps at first only 
at the level of the story—and instead 
realize: I ’m upsetting myself because 
I’m running a story; nothing has really 
happened to justify this level of upset. The 
result? Perhaps we can let go, return to 
direct experience, and spare ourselves 
unnecessary suffering.

Stories, of course, are made up of 
thoughts—those mental sound bites 
that intrude upon direct experience, 
and that we let go of in meditation. The 
more we learn to let go of thoughts, 
the more we gain the ability to drop 
our negative stories. As we continue 
to practice, we may begin to catch 
ourselves earlier in the chain—perhaps 
even noticing dislike at the feeling level 
and choosing a mindful response rather 
than automatic reaction.

This practice may sound simple, but 
it has huge ramifications. How many 
relationships are ruined because of 
mental projections, fabrications, stories 
of past wrongs and rejections? How 
many wars have started over ideas that 
had little to do with reality?

Meditation is the tool we use to let 
go of unskillful thoughts, and we can 
put this into practice in our daily lives 
by being mindful of the five conditions. 
And so, like many of the other skillful 
means he invented to adapt the dharma 
to contemporary America, Bernie’s 
approach to the skandhas continues 
to help students in ways he may never 
have anticipated. 

Sean Murphy is an author, a dharma 
holder in the White Plum Zen lineage,  
and the director of the Sage Institute  
Meditation Leader Training Program  
in Taos, New Mexico. murphyzen.com

Even-
keeled  
Idealism
BY NORMAN FISCHER

ALL IDEALS ARE IMAG-
inative projections. Though 
we can conceive of them, 
they can’t exist in this 
imperfect world. Yet they 
are valuable nevertheless. 
We need ideals to propel us 
forward into better futures, 
to inspire us to be better 
people in a better world. 
Religions are always ideal-
istic, asking us to be more 
than we are, more than we 
could ever be. We cherish 
ideals as essential ingre-
dients of our humanness. 
Without them we slowly lose 
energy. We become boring, 
small-minded, and eventual-
ly depressed, as life’s natural 
entropy overcomes us. Ideals 
lift us up. 

Of course, we can overdo 
idealism. We need to balance 
it with realism, honestly and 
humbly accepting who we 
are in the everyday world 
and grounding our idealism 
in that. Ideals are like the 
horizon, a place we can walk 
toward, a direction we can 
go in, but not a place where 
we arrive. In the journey 

toward the horizon, the only 
place we take steps is here, 
the ground on which we 
stand. 

Ideals become problem-
atic when we take them 
literally, holding ourselves to 
impossible standards. Ideals 
are ideal. They aren’t real. To 
the extent that we expect 
to realize them, we become 
frustrated. 

Ideals are even more 
toxic when we deceive 
ourselves into thinking we 
have realized them. Then we 
become blind to our own 
actual behavior and moti-
vation, and blind to others, 
whom we judge as less than 
ourselves. 

Among all pernicious 
forms of idealism, religious 
idealism may be the worst; 
its excesses can be literally 
deadly. The saving grace 
of the bodhisattva ideal is 
that it is so outrageously 
extravagant, so absurdly 
imaginative, that we are 
clear from the start we can 
never realize it. It is literally 
impossible! We can never 
get there. All we can do is 
keep on walking toward the 
bodhisattva horizon, inspired 
by the bright vision ahead, 
content to never arrive.

From The World Could Be Otherwise: 
Imagination and the Bodhisattva Path, 
by Norman Fischer © 2019. Reprinted 
with permission of Shambhala Publications 
(shambhala.com). Norman Fischer is a 
Zen priest, author, poet, and translator. 
He is the director of the Everyday Zen 
Foundation.

IN Brief
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WHEN TO 
SPEAK AND 

WHEN TO 
LISTEN

You have a choice—using it wisely can  
spell the difference between misunder-

standing and meaningful dialogue.
By Oren Jay Sofer

WP R A C T I C E
 HEN IT COMES TO CONVER-

sation, the force of our habits 
and the pressure of social settings 

can make it exceedingly difficult to 
maintain awareness. Here, mindful-

ness practice serves as a basis. We can 
use the arena of conversation itself as 

a training ground for presence, using techniques to anchor 
awareness within the midst of exchange and developing the 
capacity for relational awareness.

Consciously choosing when to speak and when to listen 
is essential for meaningful conversation. In some respects, 
it’s the most basic communication skill. How many times 
have you said something, only to wish you could take it back 
moments after the words left your mouth? Or hit “Send” on 
an email when it might have been better to let things cool off? 
It’s equally important to have the courage to say our piece. 
When we don’t speak up, we can feel as if we’ve let ourselves 
or our loved ones down.
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Adapted from  
Say What You Mean: 
A Mindful Approach 

to Nonviolent 
Communication, by 

Oren Jay Sofer  
© 2018. Reprinted  
with permission of 

Shambhala Publications 
(shambhala.com).

Conversation is a dynamic interplay 
between each person’s choice to speak or 
listen. When those choices are conscious 
and respectful, conversations tend to be 
more productive and enjoyable. If those 
choices are unconscious or impulsive, 
conversations tend to be 
less productive and more 
stressful.

I call this juncture the 
“choice point” between 
speaking and listen-
ing. With presence, every 
moment offers a choice. 
Our ability to maintain 
presence at the choice point 
takes practice. Sometimes 
the moment of choice races 
by like a road sign while we are doing 
75 miles per hour on the freeway. The 
impulse to speak can be so strong that it 
impels us to verbalize simply to release 
the internal pressure. If we tend toward 
the quieter side, it can feel as if those 
openings in a conversation disappear 
before we can muster our voice.

This is where mindfulness comes in. 
In meditation, we learn how to observe 
unpleasant sensations (knee pain, a sore 
back) without immediately reacting. We 
develop the capacity to be aware of an 
impulse without acting on it.

The anxiety we feel in conversation is 
usually rooted in deeper needs to be seen 
or heard, needs for safety, acceptance, 
belonging, and so on. The less confident 
we feel in meeting those needs, the more 
pressure we will experience to speak up 
or remain silent. We may fear that if 
we don’t say something right now we’ll 
never be able to do so. Or that if we do 
say something, disaster or disconnection 
will surely ensue.

The more ways we find to meet those 
needs (and to handle them skillfully 
when they aren’t met), the less pressure 
we feel to speak or remain silent; we 

can relax into the flow of a conversa-
tion. There’s no danger in speaking our 
mind and no rush to say it all at once. If 
it’s important, we’ll find the right time 
and way to say it.

This capacity builds slowly. As we 
practice honoring our needs, 
we learn to trust ourselves. 
Paying attention to any 
small successes helps our 
nervous system settle and 
reset. With a new baseline 
of ease, it can stop setting 
off false alarms that impel 
us to speak or prevent us 
from speaking, and our abil-
ity to make more conscious 
choices grows. We can then 

discern what’s going to be most helpful 
to move a conversation forward and how 
to balance all the needs on the table.

Practice: Choice Points
To practice, choose someone with whom 
you feel relatively comfortable. This 
familiarity makes it easier to learn the 
tool. During a conversation, notice when 
you choose to speak. If you find yourself 
talking without having consciously chosen 
to do so, try stopping and leaving space for 
the other person to continue. Notice what 
it’s like to actively choose to say something 
rather than doing so automatically. Pay 
particular attention to any urgency or 
reluctance to speak or any sensations of 
internal pressure. Use that pressure as a 
signal to make a more conscious choice.

Meetings
There tends to be more freedom to 
remain silent in meetings than during 
one-to-one conversations. The next 
time you are in a meeting, notice how 
the impulse to speak can rise and fall 
as the conversation unfolds. If there is 
an important point you’d like to make, 
choose when to do so. You can always 

begin, “I’d like to go back to something 
we were talking about a few moments 
ago.” Notice how it feels after you speak. 
Is there relief ? Anxiety or self-doubt?

Written Communication
Experiment with making conscious 
choices about when you check your 
inbox or social media feeds (“listen-
ing”). When you do engage, pause 
before replying to consider whether 
or not you want to “speak.” Is this the 
right time? Would it be useful to wait 
or to say nothing at all?

Part of this investigation is getting to 
know our own patterns. Do we tend to 
speak easily and freely, finding it harder 
to leave space for others? Is it more 
comfortable for us to listen, finding it 
challenging to come forward? 

Most of us tend to be stronger in 
one area. Circumstances and events 
tied to our gender, race, class, or other 
aspects of our social location tend to 
mold how we show up relationally. 
We’ve all received messages—explicitly 
and implicitly, personally and through 
media, stories, and culture—about how 
we are expected to behave. Through 
various cues of approval or disapproval, 
inclusion or exclusion, we learn what’s 
safest based on our role and the expec-
tations of others. 

Our work is to uncover these 
patterns and develop an authentic free-
dom of expression. There is no ideal way 
to be, no one thing to do in all circum-
stances. The goal is dynamic flexibility 
through presence, choosing to speak or 
listen as needed.   

Oren Jay Sofer is a teacher of insight 
meditation who leads retreats and work-
shops on mindful communication at medi-
tation centers and educational settings 
around the US.
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HE PALI WORD NIBBANA 
(nirvana in Sanskrit) was 
first used by the Buddha to 

describe the highest state of profound 
well-being a human is capable of attain-
ing. The mind awakens from delusion, 
is liberated from bondage, is cleansed of 
all its defilements, becomes entirely at 
peace, experiences the complete cessa-
tion of suffering, and is no longer reborn. 

More specifically, the fires of greed, 
hatred, and delusion—toxic unconscious 
mental and emotional dispositions that 
cause people to harm themselves and 
one another and cause suffering—
have been extinguished (nibbuta) in a 
person who attains nirvana. The popu-
lar account is that nirvana means the 

“blowing out” of the flames, but it is more  
likely that the word is based on the idea 
of removing fuel so that a fire goes out, or  
releasing the fire from clinging to its fuel. 
     There are two senses of the word in 
the early tradition: nirvana as the radi-
cal psychological transformation expe-
rienced by Siddhartha Gautama under 
the Bodhi tree at age 36; and parinir-
vana (“complete” nirvana) as the more 
enigmatic transformation experienced 
when the Buddha died between two 
sal trees at the age of 80. He attained 
nirvana when the toxic fires were 
quenched, lived for 45 years teaching 
others how to achieve the same end, 
and then entered parinirvana with 
the final passing away of his body and 

NIRVANA
by Andrew Olendzki

W H A T ’ S  I N  A  W O R D ?

mental aggregates (feeling, perception, 
dispositions, and consciousness). 

One of the great challenges of the 
word nirvana is that it is expressed in 
both negative and positive language. 
If too much emphasis is placed on the 
negative definition (such as absence 
of delusion), there is the danger of 
misconstruing it as nothingness, while 
too much on the positive side (such as 
the highest happiness) can lead to the 
tendency to think of it as an eternal 
reality. The Buddha discouraged both 
by suggesting there are no adequate 
conceptual means of expressing nirvana. 

Each of the two major Mahayana 
schools took a different approach to the 
topic. The Madhyamaka accentuated the 
negative mode, reiterating the ineffabil-
ity of the term and dismantling the idea 
of a sharp contrast between nirvana as 
an exalted state and samsara as a fallen 
world. The philosopher Nagarjuna 
argued that nirvana and samsara (literally 
the “flowing on” from one life to another) 
are identical—it is only one’s mistaken 
point of view that makes the distinction. 

Yogacara thinkers such as Vasu-
bandhu tended toward the positive 
nature of nirvana. Building upon the 
idea of a transpersonal “storehouse 
consciousness,” they developed affirma-
tive terms such as bodhicitta, dharma- 
kaya, buddhanature, and suchness. 
Tibetan forms of Buddhism tended to 
follow this lead, speaking for example 
of the “great bliss” of nirvana becoming 
accessible through tantric practice.

As Buddhist teachings moved into 
East Asia, both outward and inward 
orientations were further developed. 
The Tiantai and Hwayan schools built 
grand integrated cosmological systems 
organized around nirvana as the central 
principle of the cosmos, while Chan and 
Zen practice emphasized seeing into 
one’s inner true nature. The experience 
of nirvana was embodied by a lineage of 
masters expressing their inexpressible 
realization by creative and spontaneous 
responses to ordinary situations.  

Andrew Olendzki is the senior scholar at 
the Integrated Dharma Institute.
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tricycle.org/beginners

INTRODUCING BUDDHISM  
FOR BEGINNERS

Everyone’s journey starts somewhere. Visit our new digital resource  
made for those who are new to the dharma.
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Kyaiktiyo Pagoda 
(known as the 
Golden Rock) 
in Mon State, 
Myanmar
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THE COCONUT MONK
A former soldier documents wartime Vietnam on an eccentric yogi’s Buddhist island.

By JOHN STEINBECK IV   Portrait By RICHARD AVEDON

When John Steinbeck IV, the son of the iconic American author, died  
suddenly in 1991, he was roughly midway through writing his autobiography. 

His wife, Nancy, took up the task of finishing it, though it would be more  
accurate to say that she both filled it out and completed it with her own singular 
perspective. The following article, a wonderful telling of John’s encounters with 

the Buddhist leader of the title during his deployment as a journalist in  
wartime Vietnam, is an excerpt from the resulting collaborative memoir,  

The Other Side of Eden: Life with John Steinbeck.    –The Editors 

      
N THE SPRING OF 1968, 

a few months after interviewing every Buddhist and Catholic leader 
in sight, a Vietnamese friend of mine told me about a large peace 
conference on an island in the Mekong that was hosted by a silent 
yogi called the Coconut Monk. I bussed the seventy kilometers south 
from Saigon to My Tho City with a party of novice monks. Arriving 
with a lot of pushing and tickling, we all climbed into sampans at the 
My Tho quay on the Mekong.

I
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The river here is about four miles wide, segmenting the 
delta between little My Tho and Kien Hoa City. Phoe-
nix Island was hidden by other small shreds of land that 
seemed to float like peach slices along with a salad of coco-
nuts and mango, garnished and strewn together with palm 
fronds in the swift brown water.  As we came around one of 
these spits of land, what I saw made me almost fall out of 
the boat. There, like a hallucination floating in the middle 
of the river, was what resembled a Pure Land Buddhist 
Amusement Park built on pilings. At the prow of the island, 
a towering pagoda rose from the top of a seventy-foot plas-
ter mountain. The summit was crowned by a Buddhist 
swastika, a triangle, and a cross, which looked down on 
a huge terrazzo prayer circle, separated by color scheme 
and the elegant sigmoid line of yin and yang; duality in 
motion. Sporting neon lights on their heads, the nine drag-
ons of the Mekong sprouted a full forty feet high from the 
prayer circle. The dragons were ancient and revered figures, 
symbolic of the nine fingers of the Mekong River’s alluvial 
fan that had in fact created the amazingly rich delta.

While we got closer, the noise of our little outboard 
motor began to fade and disappeared beneath the din of 
large wind-bells that hung from the corners of the seven-
tiered pagoda. There were hundreds of them. Their size was 
oddly familiar though and I later learned that they were 

made out of the brass casings of 175mm howitzer shells. As 
we came around in front of the island to a landing quay, I 
saw an extremely large and elaborate relief map of Vietnam, 
fully seventy feet from end to end, suspended horizontally 
above the flowing Mekong. The map was complete with 
little toy towns and cities, mountain ranges and jungles. 
Sprouting out of the North and the South were pillars that 
were at least five feet in diameter which rose to the sky to 
support two ends of a rainbow bridge more than a hundred 
and fifty feet above the surface, with a little hut on each 
end.

When we finally edged up to the docking area, I saw 
about two hundred monks and nuns doing prostrations 
in the main prayer circle, bowing toward the funny plaster 
mountain that supported the ascending tiers of the pagoda 
and looked like something designed for not-so-miniature 
golf. In a little alcove near the top of the central plaster 
mountain the Coconut Monk sat grinning. Without a 
doubt, he was the true embodiment of the classic “Don’t 
Worry—Be Happy” posture that is eternally endearing 
and mystifying in a world gone mad.

N  T H I S  PA RT I C U L A R  DAY, T H E 
little community of about four hundred was choked with 
tourists and guests for the two-day peace festival. With 
others I made the pilgrimage up the micromountain to 
receive a blessing from the master. My friends introduced 
me as an American Buddhist. His eyebrows rose comi-
cally and he began clapping. For a silent man, he was a 
most communicative person. I somehow understood him 
perfectly when he questioned in a gesture whether or not I 
ate meat. I did, and he sort of unclapped and sent an atten-
dant running down the mountain to the kitchen area. The 
attendant quickly returned with mangoes and coconuts. The 
master made me eat. He watched intently until I gobbled 
the juicy fruit down completely. My genuine enthusiasm 
was applauded by all as a sign of conversion, or at least 
sympathy.

I explained to the Coconut Monk (Dao Dua in Viet-
namese and pronounced Dow Yua) that I was very inter-
ested in Taoism and of course Buddhism. The day before, 
when I had sat stoned in the Dispatch office staring at a 
map on the wall, I noticed that if one drew a circle around 
Vietnam,  a simple yin-yang curve appeared. Ton Le Sap 
Lake (yin) in Cambodia and Hi Nam Island (yang) in 
the South China Sea, separated by the curved coast-
line of Vietnam itself, made a perfect, classic yin-yang 
symbol. The center of the completed visualization lay 
smack on the infamous DMZ.

When I told him about this discovery, the Coconut 
Monk’s eyebrows jumped up again and he stared at me 
seriously. After a very long moment, he suddenly sent 

o

Prior to returning 
to Vietnam as  

a journalist,  
John Steinbeck 
IV served in the  

US Army. 
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another monk scurrying down to a little library in the 
grotto/heart of the pagoda mountain. When the monk 
returned he had an exquisite map of Vietnam high-
lighted with the exact same circle around it which Dao 
Dua had drawn himself the day before. He was going to 
release this meaningful cosmo-geographical discovery to 
the guests later as a kind of explanation for the Vietnam-
ese predicament; and here this round-eye had stum-
bled on the same thing, perhaps picking up the master’s 
vibrations. It was a tremendously awkward moment. 
The surrounding monks and nuns started clucking their 
approval, and whispering to each other about my prophetic 
perceptions. Dao Dua and everyone began complimenting 
these friends who had invited me. No mere coincidence 
this, which had brought the American Buddhist to Phoe-
nix Island. Within an hour of being there, I had become 
a sign, of what I’m not sure. Nonetheless, I was to pay for 
that little exchange of symbol-awareness with a mixture 
of pride and embarrassment for the rest of the years I was 
to be associated with Dao Dua, as the incident eventually 
spread on the Taoist tomtom circuit throughout the delta.

I didn’t see it happening at first but an increasingly 
deeper understanding of the life-and-death lessons of 
Vietnam were to be miraculously furthered by this jungle 
monk, whose eccentric attitude indicated a compassion and 
humor that made pathos and simpleminded commiseration 
unworkable. For me this lesson has never become obsolete.

My year in Vietnam as a soldier 
had left me with the memory of 
being a very realistic target. I was 
always frustrated by my army 
role and the desire to be near the 
people without my olive-drab 
identity. Soon I started going 
down to Phoenix Island every 
weekend on my little motorbike. 
I felt happy in the countryside 
and that I was no longer such 
a juicy bull’s-eye in the dress of 
the foreign invader. My shoul-
ders were light as I motorcycled 
through the flickering sunlight 
on my little bike under the palms. 
I felt very secure with the people 
and as my accent got better, I began to lose the notion 
of what it was to be non-Vietnamese.

On Phoenix Island, the mutual grief about the war 
was honest and penetrated all cultural barriers so that I 
felt like just one of the million carp swimming along in 
the silt-rich brown water of the Mekong, whose bounty 
travels all the way from Central Tibet to fan out here in 
the delta and on into the South China Sea. I was happy 
here. Perhaps happier than I had ever been in my life. 

The island became my refuge for the next 
five years.

Any sort of happy equipoise was Dao 
Dua’s play. He was the father figure I’d 
longed for and we forged a deep affection for 
each other.   Inversions, centering in chaos, 
transmutation, and a hilarious annihila-
tion of negativity, were seemingly possible 
here. An incestuous exhibition of symbols 
swung around on a pole in the wind. A sign 
pivoted there, displaying Buddha with his 
arm around Christ; the flip side, the Holy 
Virgin, Mother Mary embracing the Bodhi-
sattva of Compassion, Quan Yin. Always, 
bells out of bullets, inverted aggression.

In response to this extraordinary display 
of concrete pacifism, and to his Harpo Marx 

impression of a Buddha, my commitment to the Coconut 
Monk grew.

One day, the Coconut Monk summoned me. He asked me 
to stay more permanently with him on the island. He handed 
me his coconut begging bowl, and I accepted. That night, in 
the small hours I was woken up, and all the monks took me  

Dao Dua (top), the 
Coconut Monk, on 
Phoenix Island with 
American journalists, 
including Steinbeck 
(bottom), 1969

I was happy 
here. Perhaps 
happier than  
I had ever been  
in my life. The 
island became 
my refuge for the 
next five years. 

co n t i n u ed o n pag e 92 
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Thus have I heard:
The army ordered
All Japanese faces to be evacuated
From the city of Los Angeles.
This homeless monk has nothing but a Japanese face.  
He stayed here thirteen springs
Meditating with all faces
From all parts of the world,
And studied the teaching of Buddha with them.  
Wherever he goes, he may form other groups  
Inviting friends of all faces,
Beckoning them with the empty hands of Zen.   
 —Nyogen Senzaki, “Parting,” May 7, 1942

With the outbreak of World War II, Japanese Americans were incarcerated 
by the thousands. Out of the crucible of the camps, a uniquely American 
Buddhism was born.
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HE STORY OF AMERICA HAS 
long been cast as one of west-
ward exploration and expan-

sion, beginning with settlers from Europe 
who crossed the Atlantic Ocean to the 
New World, and radiating out from initial 
outposts on the Atlantic Coast across the 
plains of the Midwest to the Pacific Coast 
and beyond. As the 19th-century doctrines 
of manifest destiny and American expan-
sionism make clear, claiming territories to 
accommodate the ever-increasing popula-
tions of immigrants from Europe was justi-
fied in terms of both culture and religion; 
the United States was described as uniquely 
destined and divinely ordained to take on 
the role of a “civilizing influence” that would 
spread Anglo-Protestant values into lands 
supposedly empty of civilization. Implicit in 
this view of history has been the idea that 
America is, at its base, a Christian nation.

But what happens when we flip the map? 
For the hundreds of thousands of Asian 
immigrants who crossed the Pacific to reach 

America in the 19th and 
early 20th centuries, the 
American West was the 
Pacific East. Their Amer-
ican story has an eastward 
trajectory—one that 
begins in the mid-1800s 
on the sugar plantations 
of Hawaii and moves 
through California and 
the Pacific Northwest 
and eventually toward the 
Atlantic Coast.

American Buddhism 
thus begins with the 
migration of Asians who 
brought the teachings, 
practices, and institu-
tions of a 2,500-year-
old religion across the 
Pacific. These immi-
grants saw in Amer-

ica the promise of a country that could 
provide not only a source of livelihood but 
also the right to freely practice their own 
religious beliefs. In this, they were putting 
their faith in one of the central tenets  
of the United States Constitution: the 
First Amendment, which, agreed upon  
and ratified by the Fathers, guarantees  
religious freedom.

So which is it? Is America best defined as 
a fundamentally white and Christian nation? 
Or is it a land of multiple races and ethnici-
ties and a haven for religious freedom? More 
pointedly—does the fact of being nonwhite 
and non-Christian make one less American?

Never has this question been asked with 
more urgency and consequence than it was 
in the time of the mass incarceration of Japa-
nese Americans during World War II. War, 
with its reflexive interrogation of who can be 
trusted and who cannot, who belongs and 
who is the enemy, often brings to the surface 
the deepest questioning of a nation’s identity. 
In the wake of the Pearl Harbor attack, the 
question whether persons of Japanese ances-
try would remain loyal to the United States 
became the subject of considerable debate 
among government and military officials, the 
media, and the general public. At stake were 
issues of both morality and law—two-thirds 
of the Japanese American population were 
American citizens and thus presumed to 
have constitutionally guaranteed rights of 
equal protection, due process, and religious 
freedom. But could they be trusted? Within 
months, debate was brought to a swift and 
irrevocable conclusion when, on February 19, 
1942, President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed 
into law Executive Order 9066. This gave the 
military discretion to do whatever it deemed 
necessary to secure the safety and security of 
the United States. Pursuant to it, the Army 
removed all persons of Japanese ancestry—
more than 110,000 men, women, and chil-
dren—from the west coast and put them in 
camps surrounded by barbed wire and guard 
towers. Anyone with even a drop of Japanese 
blood was rounded up and incarcerated.

Marked as they are by ethnic, racial, 
and cultural differences from the majority 
European-origin population of the United 
States, Asian immigrants have long faced 
such nativist prejudices. Starting with the 
1882 Chinese Exclusion Act, which erected 
a symbolic wall on the Pacific to keep out the 
so-called “heathen Chinee,” and continuing 
on through various laws that banned Asian 
immigrants from naturalizing as citizens, 
owning land, or marrying white Americans, 
decades of legal and social structures of exclu-
sion anticipated what happened to the Japa-
nese Americans after Pearl Harbor.

But while it has become commonplace to 
view their wartime incarceration through the 
prism of race, the role that religion played in 

Previous page: A 
transformation of Norman 
Rockwell’s Freedom from 
Fear (above) features Cindy 
Sangalang, a professor of 
social work at California State 
University, filmmaker Tad 
Nakamura, whose father was 
placed in an internment camp 
as a child, and their son. 
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Does the fact 
of being non-
white and 
non-Christian 
make one less 
American?
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the evaluation of whether or not they could 
be considered fully American—and, indeed, 
the rationale for the legal exclusion of Asian 
immigrants before that—is no less significant. 
Their racial designation and national origin 
made it impossible for Japanese Americans 
to elide into whiteness. But the vast major-
ity of them were also Buddhists; in fact, 
Japanese Americans constituted the larg-
est group of Buddhists in the United States 
at the time. The Asian origins of their reli-
gious faith meant that their place in America 
could not be easily captured by the notion of a  
Christian nation. Religious difference acted as 
a multiplier of suspiciousness, making it even 
more difficult for Japanese Americans to be 
perceived as anything other than perpetually 
foreign and potentially dangerous.

People of Japanese ancestry were thus 
deemed to be a threat to national security 
and incarcerated indiscriminately and en 
masse, something that did not happen to 
Americans of German and Italian heritage, 
despite the fact that the United States was 
also at war with Germany and Italy.

Doubly excluded from whiteness and 
Christendom,  Japanese American Buddhists 
during World War II represent a particularly 

poignant object lesson about the perceived 
boundaries of who can claim the rights of 
being American. Their insistence on main-
taining their Buddhist practices and beliefs 
despite imprisonment—using the search-
lights from guard towers to focus their medi-
tation practice, building Buddhist altars for 
their barracks rooms out of wood scavenged 
from the desert, or insisting that space be 
made available for them to congregate and 
worship as Buddhists—constitutes one of the 
most inspiring assertions of religious freedom 
and civil liberties in American history. Thus, 
this is a story about America.

But the wartime experience of Japanese 
American Buddhists is also a story about 
Buddhism in America: how the roots of what 
is now a popularly accepted religion were 
forged in the crucible of war by a commu-
nity that strove to remain grounded in tradi-
tion while also adapting to the multisectarian, 
multigenerational, and multiethnic realities 
of Buddhist life in the United States.

GI V E N  H O W  T H O R O U G H LY 
Japanese American Buddhists have 
been excluded from the narrative 

of American belonging, it is perhaps not 

Detained Japanese 
Americans arrive at an 

assembly center in Santa 
Anita, California.
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Zen Buddhist priest 
Nyogen Senzaki at the 
Heart Mountain War 
Relocation Center in 
Wyoming, July 4, 1943 

surprising that their stories are not read-
ily found in most histories of that time. In 
my own research, I have learned much from 
accounts by Japanese American Buddhists 
themselves, drawing from sources such as 
previously untranslated diaries and letters 
written in Japanese, dozens of new oral 
histories, and the ephemera of camp news-
letters and religious service programs. These 
allow a telling of the story from the inside 
out, and make it possible for us to under-
stand how the faith of these Buddhists gave 
them purpose and meaning at a time of loss, 
uncertainty, dislocation, and deep question-
ing of their place in the world.

The insights found in Buddhist scripture 
cannot be transmitted without people to 
actualize them. To understand how some-
thing called American Buddhism came to 
exist and persist, we must look to the people 
who embodied the teachings of the Buddha 
even during wartime exclusion. Among those 
who exemplified this struggle to find a place 
for themselves and their religion in America  

was the Zen Buddhist 
priest Nyogen Senzaki.

By the time Senzaki 
penned the poem “Part-
ing,” which opens this 
essay, in May of 1942, he 
had already been in the 
United States for close 
to four decades. But six 
months earlier, everything 
had changed when Japa-
nese naval planes attacked 
Pearl Harbor on Decem-
ber 7, 1941. A day later, 
his adopted country had 
declared war on his native 
country, and most of his 
fellow Buddhist priests 
had been rounded up and 

imprisoned, some of them before the smoke 
had cleared at Pearl Harbor.

Senzaki stands out because although 
he had trained in the traditional Buddhist 
monasteries of Japan, he had made it his 
life’s work to translate Buddhism into teach-
ings that would be meaningful to his fellow  
Japanese immigrants and their English- 
speaking, American-born children, as well  
as to non-Japanese American converts.

Born in 1876, Senzaki was rescued by a 
Japanese Buddhist priest from the edge of a 
frozen riverbank where his mother had died 

giving birth. He was adopted into a Buddhist 
temple family and eventually ordained as a 
novice priest. His Zen teacher, Soyen Shaku, 
became the first Japanese Zen priest to visit 
the United States, invited in 1893 to repre-
sent Buddhism at the World Parliament of 
Religions in Chicago. A dozen years later, 
with barely any English, the 29-year-old 
Senzaki followed his teacher’s example and 
arrived in America. Frustrated by the rigidity 
of Buddhism in Japan, he had decided to cross 
the Pacific in the hopes of finding a new path 
forward for the religion in the land he had 
read about as a teenager in Benjamin Frank-
lin’s autobiography. “See whether it conquers 
you or you conquer it,” his Zen master had 
told the young priest as he prepared for his 
new life in California.

After landing in San Francisco, Senzaki 
studied the works of Ralph Waldo Emerson 
and William James in the public library while 
working at menial jobs. He then moved to 
Los Angeles, where, over the course of “thir-
teen springs,” he succeeded in building up a 
vibrant Buddhist community consisting of 
Japanese immigrants and converts from a 
variety of ethnic backgrounds—“Meditating 
with all faces / From all parts of the world,” as 
he writes in the poem. He saw in the Amer-
ican outlook an openness that might poten-
tially welcome the teachings of Buddhism.

This optimism was tested but not broken 
by the US Army’s order for “all persons of 
Japanese ancestry” to assemble for immedi-
ate removal from the Pacific Coast. “Parting,” 
written on the eve of his departure from the 
community he had worked so hard to build, is 
not only a Buddhist commentary upon the US 
government’s incarceration process, it is also 
a Buddhist teaching he was leaving behind 
for those in a home to which he might not be 
able to return. Addressing the Los Angeles 
Zen community, he begins the poem with the 
classic opening words for a sutra, a text said to 
represent the Buddha’s own teaching: “Thus 
have I heard.” This phrase is a way of repre-
senting Buddhist scriptures as an authentic 
transmission of religious guidance that could 
enable the Buddha to be ever present.

“Parting” employs this classic preamble 
at a traumatic moment for Buddhists, as a 
way to give inspiration amid the hardships 
of the American present. “The army ordered 
/ All Japanese faces to be evacuated,” his 
poem recounts. “This homeless monk has 
nothing but a Japanese face.” As someone 

To understand 
how something 
called American 
Buddhism came 
to exist, we 
must look to 
the people who 
embodied the 
teachings, even 
during wartime 
exclusion.
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An American flag  
and photograph of the 

Buddha are prominently 
displayed in the barracks 
of the Portland Livestock 

Exposition Building, where 
Japanese Americans were 

interned. May 31, 1942

who had experienced dislocation a number 
of times before finding a home in Los Ange-
les, Senzaki calmly accepted this new forc-
ible migration. But while the poem serves 
as a chronicle of his experiences, it is also 
deeply imbued with Buddhist resonances 
and his identity as a Zen priest. Upon ordi-
nation, Senzaki had dedicated himself to the 
Buddhist path; a journey that is tradition-
ally termed “leaving home.” As a “home-
less monk,” Senzaki was guided not by the 
comforts of social convention but by an 
understanding that nowhere and every-
where can be a home in which to practice 
Buddhism. Yet despite the exigencies of war 
and facing an unknown period of incarcera-
tion, he asserts the possibility of a place for 
Buddhism in the United States, noting that 
“Wherever he goes, he may / form other 
groups / Inviting friends of all faces, / Beck-
oning them with the empty hands of Zen.” 
For Senzaki, the act of continuing the prac-

tice of Buddhism, even under incarceration, 
was to serve as witness to the realities of the 
present moment and make the teachings of 
the Buddha come alive in it. 

Senzaki believed that the powers of ulti-
mate truths, spiritual practices, and ethical acts 
could be activated only when religious teach-
ings were able to escape their hermetically 
sealed texts and engage with the existential 
struggles of life. In this view, the reinscrip-
tion of scripture in a contemporary idiom is a 
potent act of religious imagination that gives 
life purpose and meaning. It is by reflecting 
on his forcible relocation that Senzaki is thus 
given the chance to write a Buddhist scrip-
ture—an American sutra—inspired by the 
terrible circumstances of his times. 

After being deported from Los Ange-
les, Senzaki initially spent several months in 
temporary quarters just east of Los Ange-
les. The War Relocation Authority (WRA) 
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Facebook that merits serious criticism. And there seems to be more 
each day. Still, sometimes it can be pretty terrific.

Several years ago, while I was looking through my feed of friends’ 
postings, I came upon a comment by one Yoshi Maezumi. I was 
immediately struck by the commenter’s personable sense of humor. 
But what really got my attention was her name. Although I didn’t 
know her, I recognized her name as that of the youngest child of 
the founder of the Zen Center of Los Angeles, my teacher Taizan 
Maezumi Roshi. 

Curious about how this daughter of Maezumi Roshi’s had 
grown into adulthood (she was born in 1983 and was just a toddler 

T
Raised at the Zen Center of Los  
Angeles, the daughter of Western Zen  
pioneer Taizan Maezumi Roshi now makes 
her home in exotic field sites where she 
studies past ecosystems—and occasionally 
fishes a river piranha for dinner. 

MEET
YOSHI

MAEZUMI,

PALEOECOLOGIST

Interview by Andrew Cooper
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when I moved from Los Angeles to 
San Francisco), I went to her Facebook 
page. I have an impression of one of her 
posts in particular, though I suspect it 
may have become inexact with time. In 
any event, there was a photo of Yoshi 
standing waist-deep in swampy water, 
surrounded by dense foliage. She wore 
goggles and, I believe, a hard hat, and she 
held before her some kind of scientific 
instrument, which she was examining 
intently. Above the photo, she had writ-
ten something like this: “Doing research 
on pre-Columbian fire management 
practices in the Amazon Basin! I love 
being a paleoecologist!” The pure enthu-
siasm—those exclamation marks!—
seemed to me to stand in an odd and 
charming contrast to the seriousness of 
the work she was engaged in.

And then there was this: What in the 
world is paleoecology? 

I wanted to know more. Yoshi and I 
became Facebook friends, and periodi-
cally I would see a post describing her 
travels, her research, and her adventures, 
scientific and otherwise. It was always 
a kick. And I found out what paleo-
ecology is. As the word itself indicates, 
paleoecology is the study of past ecosys-
tems. When I asked what that actually 
entails, Yoshi wrote to me: “One of the 
ways we can reconstruct ancient ecosys-
tems is from lake sediments. I look at 
pollen grains and charcoal particles from 
lakes to reconstruct changes in past fire 
and vegetation in the Amazon.” Yoshi 
is particularly  interested in lessons 

from pre-Columbian land use and fire 
management that may have potential 
management implications for more 
sustainable land use practices in the 
Amazonian forests of today.

As it happens, today, as I write this, 
California is in the midst of the worst 
wildfires in the state’s history. Last year, 
grass fires swept through the prairies 
of the American Midwest. And Brazil 
just elected a president who believes in 
deregulating logging and agriculture 
in the Amazon Basin, the very “lungs” 
of our planet. Paleoecology, though it 
might sound recondite, may well prove 
to be of inestimable help to us in find-

ing our way through the environmental 
perils of our times.

It is often the case that children of a 
parent thoroughly devoted to a life proj-
ect—artistic, scientific, religious, politi-
cal, or whatever kind—can have a hard 
time of it. And Yoshi’s father had dedi-
cated himself fully to the work of trans-
mitting Zen Buddhism to the West. 
What’s more, she grew up in a commu-
nity built around sharing in that work. 
It can be hard for a child to find her way 
out from the shadow cast by a parent 
recognized for his or her dedication and 
accomplishment. But Yoshi Maezumi 
seems to have succeeded at that, and to 
have done so beautifully.  She has found, 
through her own dedication and accom-
plishment, her own road.

How does the study of paleoecology 
shed light on widely shared contem-
porary ecological concerns? The study 
of paleoecology provides a long-term 
understanding of how ecosystems 
respond to changes in past climate 
and human disturbance. We gain vital 
insights into how modern ecosystems 
may respond to modern global issues, 
including climate change, increased 
wildfire activity, and increasing anthro-
pogenic pressures—from deforestation 
and industrial scale farming, for exam-
ple. Our research shows that thou-

Collecting lake 
sediment in 
Alter de Chão, 
Brazil, 2014

A young Yoshi 
with her father, 
Taizan Maezumi 
Roshi, and 
brother, Yuri
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sands of years of indigenous land and 
fire management have played a crucial 
role in shaping modern forest drought 
susceptibility and flammability in the 
Amazon. This has very important impli-
cations for modern fire management and 
conservation efforts that have histori-
cally neglected the role of pre-Colum-
bians in shaping the modern landscape.

One thing that really comes across in 
your online postings is your love for 
your work. Would you tell us some-
thing about the nature and source of 
that love? My sister often tells a story 
about when I was about 5 years old and 
she found me outside in the garden, 
counting ants. Thirty years later, most 
days you can find me behind a micro-
scope counting pollen grains and char-
coal particles. I guess it is safe to say that 
my love of the natural world started at 
a very young age and has followed me 
throughout my career. 

One of my favorite quotes comes 
from Albert Einstein: “The important 
thing is not to stop questioning; curi-
osity has its own reason for existing.”  
This idea has always resonated with me, 
despite the fact that I did not always 
want to be a scientist. One of my first 
loves as a child (and it continues today) 
is dance. However, after a bad car acci-
dent that ended my professional dancing 
aspirations, followed by a bit of persuad-
ing from my mom, I decided to go to 
college to be an archaeologist. After all, 
what’s not to love about Indiana Jones 
and traveling to far-off exotic places 
to find lost civilizations and hidden 
treasure troves? Although I found the 
romanticized Hollywood version of 
archaeology to be far from accurate, 
and I have yet to find the Holy Grail, 
Pandora’s box, or a treasure chest full of 
gold, this early trajectory in archaeology 
has sent me on a journey that has been 
exciting, adventurous, and immensely 
rewarding.

While working toward a master’s 
degree, I had the opportunity to conduct 
fieldwork in Guatemala, where I became 
increasingly interested in past human 
impact on the environment. This led me 
to pursue a PhD in physical geography, 
in which I particularly focused on paleo-

ecology of the Bolivian Amazon. During 
a three-year postdoc at the Univer-
sity of Exeter, I led several lake coring 
expeditions that sampled water and  
sediment in the Brazilian and Bolivian  
Amazon. In some of the more remote 
regions, getting to our field sites involved  
chartering small planes, riding motor- 
cycles through the jungle, wading chest-
deep through murky swamp water that 
was home to anacondas and crocodiles, 
and fishing piranha out of the river for 
our dinner.  One moment a few years back,  
while we stopped on the trail to our field 
site, the sunlight was coming through 
the rainforest canopy, reflecting off the 
wings of blue morpho butterflies, and I 
thought, “It really doesn’t get any cooler 

than this.” In addition to being in the 
coolest field office in the world, I have 
been fortunate to have the opportunity 
to work with a brilliant and talented  
team of people. We have had the privi-
lege of working with many of the local 
villagers, who act as guides and experts 
in the landscape’s flora and fauna.  
We often have village meetings to ex- 
plain our research, and we get to discuss  
the history through archaeological  
and paleoecological lenses. As I have  
progressed through my career, I have 
found that the more I learn, the more 
questions I have. And the questions 
keep getting more interesting and inter-
connected. 
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Organizing 
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Laguna Versalles  

in Llanos de 
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2016
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A Martial Arts Ballet

CHOREOGRAPHED BY  SIDI L ARBI CHERKAOUI

Shaolin monks kick, flip, and dance in a 
performance both timeless and contemporary.
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HAT WOULD IT LOOK LIKE IF THE NEW YORK CIT Y BALLET ’S 
corps  of ballerinas were replaced by 20 kung fu Buddhist monks? Sutra, choreo-
graphed by Sidi Larbi Cherkaoui and with music by Szymon Brzóska, is as close an 
answer as you’re likely to get. The hourlong performance melds contemporary dance 
with the fighting techniques of China’s famous Shaolin martial arts.

Onstage, Cherkaoui, 42, joins the Chan Buddhist monks as well as 21 human-size 
boxes. These boxes, conceptualized by the British sculptor Antony Gormley, are as 
much a part of the choreography as the dancers themselves. Dragged around, stacked, 
put together like a puzzle and broken apart again—these simple props create complex 
worlds. Frequently the performers hide 
within them before flying out with flips,  
kicks, and spins.

Sutra premiered a decade ago but 
remains fresh. In 2007, Cherkaoui began 
the process of working with the monks, 
who hail from the original Shaolin 
Monastery in eastern China. Developed 
during the Sui and Tang dynasties (581–
618 CE and 618–907 CE) to protect 
the monastery from attack, the unique 
style of martial arts is now considered a 
tool for physical and mental cultivation.

At the time of their first meeting 
with Cherkaoui, the temple’s leaders 
had been looking for a way to modern-
ize the tradition while still honoring its 
spiritual roots. Sutra was their answer.

–Emma Varvaloucas, 
Executive Editor

W

Previous spread: 
Choreographer 
Sidi Larbi 
Cherkaoui and 
the Shaolin 

monks onstage 
at Sadler’s Wells 
Theatre, London.

Left and above: 
Three monks in 
Sutra show off 
their acrobatic 
skills. 
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kung fu tradition while still honoring its roots. Sutra was the answer. 

A still from Sutra 
performed at 
Sadler’s Wells 
Theatre, London. 

The show premiered 
in 2008 and 
recently celebrated 
its 10th anniversary. 
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Photographic Series by Nancy Borowick

Nancy Borowick’s photo series (January 2013 through December 2014) depicts the experiences of Howie and Laurel Borowick, partners for 
over 30 years, who found their lives consumed by doctor appointments and the shared challenges of chemotherapy.   

Top: “In It Together” Left: “The Calm before the Storm” Right: “His and Hers” 

     F SOMEONE YOU LOVE 
has died in a hospital, you may have seen 
modern death at its worst: overly medicalized, 
impersonal, and filled with unnecessary suffer-
ing. The experience can be a bitter lesson in 
Buddha’s most basic teaching: the more we try 
to avoid suffering (including death), the worse 
we often make it.

Even though roughly half of Americans die 
in hospitals and other institutions, most of us 
yearn to die at home, and perhaps to experi-
ence our leavetaking as a sacred rite of passage 
rather than a technological flail. You don’t have 
to be a saint, or be wealthy,   or have a Rolodex of 
influential names to die well. But you do need 
to prepare. It helps to be a member of at least 
one “tribe,” to have someone who cares deeply 
about you, and to have doctors who tell you 
necessary truths so that you can decide when 
to stop aggressive treatment and opt for hospice 
care. Then those who care for you can arrange 
the basics: privacy, cleanliness, and quiet, the 
removal of beeping technologies, and adequate 

pain control. They can listen and express their 
love, and provide the hands-on bedside care 
hospice doesn’t cover. 

From then on, a more realistic hope for 
our caregivers, and for ourselves when we are 
dying, may not be an idealized “good death” 
by a well-behaved patient, but a “good enough 
death,”  where we keep the dying as comfort-
able and pain-free as possible, and leave room 
for the beautiful and the transcendent—which 
may or may not occur.

Hospice professionals often warn against 
high expectations. Things will probably not 
go as planned, and there comes a point when 
radical acceptance is far more important than 
goal-oriented activity. They don’t like the idea, 
inherent in some notions of the “good death,” 
of expecting the dying to put on a final ritual 
performance for the living, one marked by 
beautiful last words, final reconciliations, phil-
osophical acceptance of the coming of death, 
lack of fear, and a peaceful letting go.  

“I don’t tell families at the outset that their 

A GOOD  
ENOUGH
DEATH

I
What does it look like  
to die well? 

By  Katy Butler  
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experience can be life-affirming, and 
leave them with positive feelings and 
memories,” said hospice nurse Jerry 
Soucy. “I say instead that we’re going 
to do all we can to make the best of a 
difficult situation, because that’s what 
we confront. The positive feelings some-
times happen in the moment, but are 
more likely to be of comfort in the days 
and months after a death.”  This is what 
it took, and how it looked, for the family 
of John Masterson.

JO H N  WA S  A N  A R T I S T  
and sign painter, the ninth of 
ten children born to a devout 
Catholic couple in Daven-
port, Iowa. His mother died 

when he was 8, and he and two of his 
sisters spent nearly a year in an orphan-
age. He moved to Seattle in his twenties, 
earned a black belt in karate, started a 
sign-painting business, and converted 
to Nichiren Shoshu, the branch of 
Buddhism whose primary practice 
is chanting. He never left his house 
without intoning three times in Japa-
nese Nam Myoho Renge Kyo (“I Honor 
the Impeccable Teachings of the Lotus 
Sutra”).

He was 57 and living alone, without 
health insurance, when he developed 
multiple myeloma, an incurable blood 
cancer. He didn’t have much money: 
he was the kind of person who would 
spend hours teaching a fellow artist 
how to apply gold leaf, while falling 
behind on his paid work. But thanks 
to his large extended family, his karate 
practice, and his fierce dedication to his 

religion, he was part of several tribes. 
He was devoted to his three children—
each the result of a serious relationship 
with a different woman—and they loved 
him equally fiercely. His youngest sister, 
Anne, a nurse who had followed him to 
Seattle, said he had “an uncanny ability 
to piss people off but make them love 
him loyally forever.”

When he first started feeling 
exhausted and looking gaunt, John tried 
to cure himself with herbs and chant-
ing. By the time Anne got him to a 
doctor, he had a tumor the size of a half 
grapefruit protruding from his breast-
bone. Myeloma is sometimes called a 
“smoldering” cancer, because it can lie 
dormant for years. By the time John’s 
was diagnosed, his was in flames.

Huge plasma cells were piling up 
in his bone marrow, while other rogue 
blood cells dissolved bone and dumped 
calcium into his bloodstream, damag-
ing his kidneys and brain function. He 
grew too weak and confused to work or 
drive. Bills piled up and his house fell 
into foreclosure. Anne, who worked the 
evening shift at a local hospital, moved 
him into her house and drove him to 
various government offices to apply for 
food stamps, Social Security Disability, 
and Medicaid. She would frequently get 
up early to stand in line outside social 
services offices with his paperwork in a 
portable plastic file box.

Medicaid paid for the drug thalid-
omide, which cleared the calcium from 
John’s bloodstream and helped his brain 
and kidneys recover. A blood cancer 
specialist at the University of Wash-

ington Medical Center told him that a 
bone marrow transplant might buy him 
time, perhaps even years. But myeloma 
eventually returns; the transplant doesn’t 
cure it. The treatment would temporarily 
destroy his immune system, could kill 
him, and would require weeks of recov-
ery in sterile isolation. John decided 
against it, and was equally adamant that 
he’d never go on dialysis. 

After six months on thalidomide, 
John recovered enough to move into a 
government-subsidized studio apart-
ment near Pike Place Market. He loved 
being on his own again and wandered 
the market making videos of street 
musicians, which he’d post on Facebook. 
But Anne now had to drive across town 
to shop, cook, and clean for him.

The health plateau lasted more than a 
year. But by the fall of 2010, John could 
no longer bear one of thalidomide’s 
most difficult side effects, agonizing 
neuropathic foot pain. When he stopped 
taking the drug, he knew that calcium 
would once again build up in his blood-
stream, and that he was turning toward 
his death.

An older sister and brother flew out 
from Iowa to help Anne care for him. 
One sibling would spend the night, and 
another, or John’s oldest daughter, Keely, 
a law student, would spend the day.

Christmas came and went. His sister 
Irene returned to Iowa and was replaced 
by another Iowa sister, Dottie, a devout 
Catholic. In early January, John devel-
oped a urinary tract infection and became 
severely constipated and unable to pee. 
Anne took him to the University of 

Washington Medical Center 
for what turned out to be the 
last time. His kidneys were 
failing and his bones so eaten 
away by disease that when he 
sneezed, he broke several ribs. 
Before he left the hospital, 
John met with a hematologist, 
a blood specialist, who asked 
Anne to step briefly out of the 
room.

Anne does not know 
exactly what was said. But 
most UW doctors are well 
trained in difficult conver-
sations, thanks to a morally
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THE FIVE REMEMBRANCES  
PRESCRIBED BY THE BUDDHA 

 
I am of the nature to grow old. There is no way I can escape growing old. 
I am of the nature to get sick. There is no way I can escape getting sick.  
I am of the nature to die. There is no way I can escape death.  
Everything and everyone I love will change. There is no way I can escape 

being separated from them. 
My deeds are my only companions. They are the ground on which I stand.
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The drive to treatment takes half an hour, and Howie and Laurel Borowick take turns, resting and driving, depending on who’s 
getting treatment that day. In Laurel’s final moments, her family assured her that all would be OK.  

Top: “The Drive to Chemo” Bottom: “Last Touch” 
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To the

By Kenneth Tanaka
Illustrations by Andrew Archer

Pure Land
and Back

EVERAL YEARS AGO, AT A GATHERING OF AMERICAN 
Buddhists of various schools, I introduced myself as a Shin 

Buddhist to a Zen Buddhist sitting next to me. Smiling, she responded, 
“So you’re the Christian Buddhist!” I was quite taken aback, but perhaps I 
shouldn’t have been. It is a view not uncommon among convert Buddhists 
in the United States, in particular those drawn to meditation traditions 
such as Vajrayana, vipassana, and of course Zen. 

I was about to address my Zen Buddhist neighbor’s misperception, but 
the program started and I lost my chance. Had I been able, I might have 
mentioned that, like Zen, Shin Buddhism is rooted in Mahayana scrip-

Like the oxherding pictures  
used in Zen, Shin Buddhism’s seven 

phases of the drowning sailor  
illustrate the path to enlightenment.
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Boarding the Ship
A sailor boards a ship, which departs from the port 
of a tropical island. After several hours on the high 
seas, the sailor is on the deck with two of his sailor 
buddies enjoying the magnificent sunset.

P H A S E 1

tures and commentaries, some in Sanskrit dating back to India in the first century 
of the common era. I might have pointed out that Shin, like other traditions, gives 
particular emphasis to certain scriptural sources—in this case, those known as the 
three Pure Land sutras, namely, the Sutra on the Buddha of Immeasurable Life, the 
Sutra of Contemplation on the Buddha of Immeasurable Life, and the Amitabha Sutra. 
And I might have said that Shin—again like Zen and other schools—developed 
from its scriptural roots a distinct character. Shin Buddhism’s distinctiveness centers 
on the teaching from its founder, Shinran (1173–1263), of a path of naturalness, or 
jinen, for nonmonastic seekers. 

As a child, I heard at my temple in California the Shin way described through a 
parable of a drowning sailor. Over the years, I have developed this parable into what 
I call the Seven Phases of a Drowning Sailor. In a manner akin to the oxherding 
pictures used in Zen, these seven phases can help students understand the course 
of the Shin Buddhist path from beginning to fruition. 

Boarding the ship symbolizes being born as 
a human being. According to Buddhist tradi-
tion, a human birth entails being subject to the 
suffering, or dukkha, of the cycle of samsaric birth 
and death. On the occasion of his ordination as 
a monk, Shinran, who had lost both parents at a 
young age, captured his acute awareness of the 
evanescent and unpredictable nature of life and 
the suffering that comes with it: 

If you assume there will be tomorrow
The cherry blossoms may have scattered 
In a tempest during the night.

On the other hand, human birth is considered 
extremely rare and fortunate. It is fortunate because 
humans, of all those in the realms of the six destinies 
(heavenly beings, humans, titans, beasts, hungry 
ghosts, and hellish beings), have the best chance 
of awakening. The rarity of human birth is likened 
to the chance that a sea turtle that surfaces only once 
every hundred years would poke its head exactly 
through a hole in a piece of wood that happens to be 
floating in the vast ocean. This outlook today serves 
to inspire Shin Buddhists, who, prior to taking 
refuge in the Three Treasures, recite:

Hard is it to be born into human life, but now we 
are living it. …If we do not awaken in this life, 
in which life will we ever be awakened?

Swimming by Striving
The sailor realizes he cannot stay in the cold and 
choppy waters. He then starts to swim toward 
an island he saw before he fell overboard, but—
having lost his sense of direction—he is not 
completely sure if he is on the right course. He is 
an able swimmer and manages to swim for about 
an hour in the hope that he will reach the island. 
However, as the fading sunlight gives way to 
darkness and the water begins to feel even icier 
and more turbulent, the island is still nowhere 
in sight.

Soon, with his strength exhausted and his 
lungs gasping for air, the sailor senses that this 
could be the end. As despair overcomes him, his 
energy drains from him like sand in an hourglass. 
He begins to choke on the water slapping his face 
and can feel his body being dragged under.

a situation that one hates.”
 For me personally,  my eyes were first opened 

to life’s suffering as a result of the decision by 
my American-born parents to leave a comfort-
able life in Japan to return to America. For a 
10-year-old who could not speak any English 
and was unfamiliar with American culture and 
custom, the sudden change and the challenges of 
making a new life in a strange country came as 
a psychological shock. This was compounded by 
my parents’ inability to get along. Like the sailor, 
I felt as though I had been “thrown overboard.”

P H A S E
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Falling Off the Ship
Without warning, the ship tilts violently, and the 
sailor and his two friends are thrown overboard. 
No one on the ship has noticed, so the ship continues 
on its course. The sailor finds himself trying franti-
cally to stay afloat in the extremely choppy and chilly 
water. He looks around, but his buddies are nowhere 
to be seen.

Falling off the ship is analogous to our 
personal encounter with dukkha. Prior to awak-
ening, Prince Siddhartha, the Buddha-to-be, is 
said to have encountered suffering on his sojourn 
from his sheltered life within the royal castle, 
when he saw a decrepit elderly person, a sick 
person, and a deceased person. Shinran, too, had 
his life changed by an awareness of suffering, 
when, in his twenties, he was beset by a gnawing 
sense of the unsatisfactoriness of life and fear of 
his own death. 

Our human life, of course, presents its shares 
of joy and fulfilment, symbolized in this story 
by the sailors marveling at the magnificent 
sunset. But unexpected upsets and difficulties 
can appear at any time. The Buddha outlined 
eight kinds of suffering; in the case of our  
sailor, suffering takes the form of “encountering  
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Letting Go and Floating
The sailor hears a call from the depths of the ocean: 
“Let go. Let go of your striving! You’re fine just as 
you are!” Hearing the call, the sailor ceases his striv-
ing, relaxes, and turns over on his back with limbs 
outstretched as if lying in a backyard hammock on a 
lazy summer afternoon. Then, to his great surprise, 
the ocean holds him up and he finds himself floating! 

This phase symbolizes the Shin transforma-
tive experience called shinjin. Shinjin is at the 
heart of Shin Buddhist soteriology; it takes 
place in this life and guarantees Buddhahood 
upon death. Shinjin is a multivalent term that 

Like the sailor beginning to swim with all 
his might to reach the island, Shinran embarked 
on the Buddhist path to find a resolution to his 
suffering. He was ordained a monk in the Tendai 
school, and he dedicated himself to rigorous prac-
tice. An example of one such practice was jogyo 
zammai (“constantly-walking samadhi”), which 
required up to 90 days of continuous circumam-
bulation of a statue of Amida Buddha. (Amida is 
the Japanese, and thus the Shin Buddhist, way of 
saying Amitabha, the buddha of the Pure Land.) 
During the circumambulation the practitioners, 
continually contemplating Amida while reciting 
his name, barely slept, and when they did they did 
so standing up, hanging onto a rope suspended 
from the ceiling of the hall built specifically for 
this practice. Contrary to a common mispercep-
tion, monks engaged in Pure Land practices in 
China and Japan prior to, and often during, Shin-
ran’s time were no less rigorous in their training 
than, say,  Zen practitioners. 

Despite his enormous efforts, Shinran, real-
izing that he was not making any significant 
progress toward the goal of awakening, began to 
despair. The more he strove, the more he saw the 
enormity of his afflictions, or “blind passions.”

In his seminal work, The True Teaching, Practice, 
 and Realization of the Pure Land Way, he wrote: 

Oh, how grievous it is that I, ignorant stubble- 

haired Shinran, am wallowing in the immense 
ocean of desire and attachments and lost in the 
vast mountains of fame and advantage.

It was not that Shinran had more afflictions than 
other monks. Rather, because he was intensely 
introspective and brutally honest with himself, he 
acknowledged his shortcomings fully. His honesty 
was fueled by his great determination to realize 
awakening in this life. 

As one can see from the above confession, 
Shinran realized that he was woefully steeped in 
the three poisons of greed, aversion, and ignorance. 
He came to see that all his efforts were ultimately 
ego-centered and that they consisted in the belief in 
what he called “self-power.” Efforts based on ideas 
of doing good or being good were bound to engen-
der pride and even a sense of superiority. A spiri-
tual practitioner filled with the three poisons while 
trying to neutralize those very same poisons is,  
paradoxically, caught up in his or her own effort. 

As a result of his inability to overcome his 
afflictions fully despite making enormous effort to 
do so, Shinran came to refer to himself as “ordinary 
and foolish,” a bombu. Shinran’s recognition of his 
bombu nature emerged from the failure of prac-
tice based on self-power. In the parable, the sailor, 
after swimming with all his might to reach shore, 
represents the way spiritual practice based on the 
self ’s efforts to overcome the self leads to failure. 

P H A S E 4

Joy
The ocean holds him up without any effort on his part, and the sailor 
is thus overjoyed. Now the water feels warm and the waves have 
stilled. The ocean that was about to drag him under and drown him 
now caresses him. Knowing that he is all right, the sailor is filled 
with gratitude and happiness. 

The sailor was about to drown. When he began to go under, 
he was struck with a sense of utter terror. Then, when he 
relaxed and let go, he found himself floating. How could he not  
be overjoyed? 

Further, his sense of joy is accompanied by the realization 
that he was fine all along. He just didn’t know it. The ocean has 
not changed at all. But because he stopped striving so hard, 
the sailor’s relationship with the ocean was transformed. The 
sea changed from being a dangerous and frightening enemy to 
being a friend who embraced and supported him.

Shinran’s encounter with the teachings of Honen (1133–1212) 
revealed a path of naturalness wherein all beings are embraced, 
even with their blind passions intact. Shinran expressed 
the profound joy that came upon him with this awakening: 

can mean “realization,” “entrusting,” “faith,” 
“joy,” and “confidence.” Most Shin writers render  
it “entrusting heart,” but I prefer “awaken-
ing.” Shinran speaks of the “wisdom of shinjin”  
and tells us that “Great shinjin is none other  
than buddhanature.” Both wisdom and buddha-
nature are revealed through the personal  
experience of awakening. 

The content of shinjin involves awakening to 
two Buddhist principles, namely, emptiness and 
interconnectedness. Shinran, however, expressed 
them in distinctively Pure Land terms: empti-
ness as “the depth of his bombu nature” and inter-
connectedness as “being embraced in Amida’s 
compassion.” He expresses in deeply personal 
and mythic language these two foundational 
teachings of Mahayana Buddhism.

For Shinran, shinjin was not a simple belief in 
Amida as a divine being. It entailed wisdom and 
insight. It is, therefore, not surprising that Shin-
ran equated shinjin with the first stage of liber-
ation, stream-enterer, found in early Buddhist 
texts and with the first of Mahayana Buddhism’s 
ten stages, or bhumis, on the bodhisattva’s path, 
the stage of joy. Although those who reach these 
stages have yet to overcome the deeper layers of 
mental afflictions, they have achieved an essential 
initial level of awakening. 

Going back to our parable, in Shin Buddhism 
the ocean is none other than Amida Buddha. 
Amida is often thought of as the foundation 
that supports us from underneath, the sides and 
behind. Shinran, for example, speaks of Amida 
as “the immense ocean into which all the rivers 
of sentient beings flow.” Amida constitutes the 
foundational reality that has been there all along, 
underneath and around us. We simply fail to 
notice it because of how we strive. We get too 
caught up in our effort to reach the island solely 
on our own power.

Amida is ultimately not a divine being dwell-
ing in an unfathomably distant paradise. Amida’s 
essence is ineffable and beyond form. Amida is, 
therefore, the provisional manifestation of ulti-
mate reality, which is expressed in such main-
stream Mahayana Buddhist terms as “suchness” 
(tathata) and “dharma-body” (dharmakaya). 
Shinran also used a term considered unique to 
him,  jinen honi, which I render “suchness of natu-
ralness.” It was this suchness of naturalness that 
Shinran had awakened to. Just as the sailor let  
go of striving and realized that the ocean 
embraced and uplifted him, with shinjin, one lets 
go of egoic self-power and awakens to Amida’s 
workings, or other-power.  

P H A S E 5
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BLACK
TOLERABLY

 A Nichiren Buddhist 
artist invites us to 

reckon with the 
painful legacy of 

American slavery 
with openness and 

compassion. 

“$100.00 REWARD. RANAWAY 
from the subscriber’s farm, near Wash-
ington, on the 11th of October, negro 
woman Sophia Gordon. . . . I will give 
the above reward, no matter where 
taken and secured in jail so that I get 
her again.”

So reads a typical ad for a runaway 
slave, featured in artist Aretha Busby’s 
installation Tolerably Black. She screen-
prints the ads by hand onto cotton 
muslin and frames them in black 
shadow boxes or attaches them to 
hanging nooses, also handmade. The 
cotton is a reference to the industry for 
which many slaves labored. “They were 
giving their lives to the fabric,” Busby 
said, “and I wanted the fabric to give 
back to their memory.” The nooses are 
a reminder of what often became of 
those who ran away repeatedly. 

With the project, Busby hopes 
to give meaning to the lives of the 
runaway slaves whom history has 
forgotten. Busby is herself a descen-
dant of a runaway slave who made it 
to freedom in Canada. “These people 
were the foundation of my existence 
here,” she said.

It’s a history that not everyone 
is comfortable dealing with. As part 
of the installation, Busby dresses in  
period costume to interact with visitors, 
creating a space for open conversation  
that sometimes leads to pushback. 
Born into a family that practices in  
the Nichiren Buddhist organiza-
tion Sokka Gakkai International, she 
sees the dialogue, approached with a 
compassionate heart, as part of her 
Buddhist practice.

Tolerably Black was most recently 
shown at Brown University in Novem-
ber 2018. Busby has also presented it to 
elementary schools in New York and 
New Jersey, and at press time was plan-
ning presentations to coincide with 
Black History Month in February.

—Emma Varvaloucas, 
Executive Editor
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How did Tolerably Black begin? I was 
trying to learn banjo. There was a South-
ern band I was interested in called the 
Carolina Chocolate Drops, and on their 
website they had a runaway slave ad that 
said “Looking for my wench.” We’ve 
all seen runaway slave ads before—I’d 

like to think so, anyway—but for some 
reason I had never read one with the 
same heart. Perhaps it was because I was 
trying to connect to this music at the 
time. I looked at it and thought about 
my great-great-great-great-grand-
mother, who was a runaway slave. What 
would her ad have looked like? It started 
me on a journey.

I started researching the ads and 
collecting them, and as I was doing that 
I began thinking that something needed 
to be done for the people in them. There’s 

no ending to any of their stories—were 
they caught? Were they hanged? Did 
they succeed at running away and live 
a happy, fulfilling life somewhere else? 
I wondered what the best way was to 
dignify their lives and their suffering.

Why is the project called Tolerably 
Black?  There was an ad for someone 
named Alfred that  struck me for a couple of  
reasons. One was that it only offers  
five dollars for him, ten dollars if he’s found 
further away. Then it gets into his physical  
description: “ . . . about 5 feet high, tolera-
bly black.”  “Tolerably black” stopped me  
in my tracks. What the hell does that mean?  
   We know that this is a physical 
description—maybe this is just the  
best way a Caucasian person in 1844  

can convey before photography what 
Alfred looked like. We might never 
know what “tolerably black” meant 
in 1844. But I know what “tolerably  
black” might mean today, in 2019. So 
I named the whole show that because 
of the questioning of our identities as 
people of color in the United States. 
What are the boundaries? At what 
point have we crossed over into where 
we aren’t “tolerably” black anymore—
when we’re uncomfortably black? Do 
you know what I mean?

I think so, but can you explain? I believe 
what they’re implying here is that the 
darker your skin, the more offensive you 
were. That thinking has driven how we 
as people of color view ourselves, how 
people who are not of color view us,  
and from there, which opportunities 
have been afforded to us and which have 
been denied. 

Those two words—tolerably black—
seemed like the most important thing. 
When a black person reads the term they 
might have a certain thought; people 
who are not black will have a differ-
ent one. Those thoughts are the things 
that we have to talk about, because this 
“tolerably blackness” is why we often are 
on different sides of an issue. 

My Buddhist practice is about unity; 

it ’s about coming together and not 
differentiating ourselves, about really 
understanding that we are all human 
beings, pursuing happiness. So in my 
view, the more we can share and talk 
about our feelings about why we believe 
we’re different, the better for everyone.

What kind of reactions have you been 
getting from the people who partici-
pate in the installation? Pretty much 
every reaction that you can imagine. A 
lot of the time people are afraid, and 

Q
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that manifests itself as fear but also as 
anger. And if you’re carrying around 
something shameful and something 
about my work ignites that, then you’re 
not going to receive it positively. That’s 
my understanding, and it occurs on 
both sides. For example, there were 
two women of color who came to an 
event at Brown University. They had 
a really big problem with the nooses. 
One shared that two of her ancestors 
were lynched, and she said to this day 
her family still won’t talk about it. And 
the other woman’s family had become 
sharecroppers after slavery; they still 
live on that same land. She thought the 
work was traumatizing. As much as she 
was uncomfortable, I was like, “Right 
on.” I want people to feel uncom- 

fortable. Otherwise I’d be painting 
tulips, you know?

It’s an uncomfortable conversation 
for a lot of people, I’m sure. How do 
you navigate such fraught dialogue? 
The two women I mentioned who were 
so resistant—I felt for them. I could 
see they were trembling while they 
were talking to me. And I said, “That’s 
why we’re doing this.” Because if your 
family can’t talk about these things, you 
can bring it here; this is a safe space for 

it. By the end, those same two women 
didn’t want the event to end! The cater-
ing people came and cleaned up, and we 
were still there talking.

There’s a shame attached to all these 
stories that hinders people from shar-
ing them. I want to do away with all the 
shame. I want everyone to feel proud.  
I want people of color to feel like we  
can wear our history like a badge of 
honor. I’m the descendant of slaves, 
which means that there were some 
resilient people in my lineage that made 
some very difficult choices so that I 
could be here today.

You also actively participate in the 
installation by dressing up. Does 
it affect you? There’s definitely an 

emotional toll 
to it. There’s a 
video we play in 
the installation that shows me and a 
friend running away. That day in the 
park, it took us five hours to shoot 
what was reduced to ten minutes of 
usable footage. It’s hot and buggy. I’m 
sweaty. The shoes and the hoop skirt 
are uncomfortable. And I’m thinking, 
what was it like for my great-great-
great-great-grandmother when she 
left? You hear rustling in the grass, and 

you start to think about how everyone 
these slaves encountered could have 
been the person who resulted in your 
demise. And not only that, but they 
were running into the unknown. It’s 
not like there was Google Maps. You 
were just relying on the kindness of 
strangers and I don’t know what else.

It sounds like it really connects you 
with your fourth great-grandmother. 
I grew up with a girl whose dad had 
passed away when she was young. She 
shared with me that when he would take 
her to the park, there was one intersec-
tion where they would stop and wait to 
cross the street. When he passed away, 
going to the park together was one of 
the things that she missed the most. She 
said she would go, even until she was a 
teenager, to that intersection, and stand 
in the place where he stood, because it 
made her feel really close to him.

I feel like that’s the only analogy I 
have. I mean, clearly, I did not have a 
physical connection with my ancestors 
as she did with her dad. But there is 
this becoming them that happens when 
I dress up.

What is your perspective on freedom 
for people of color in the United States 
today? Has it been found? I think it can 
change from minute to minute. I would 
like to believe that life is a million times 
better. I mean, I can make my own 
choices now, right? But I do also feel 
that when you make choices that aren’t 

successful, as a person of color 
you’re judged more harshly. 
And it can also be more diffi-
cult for you to get yourself back 
on track. There’s the Christian 
expression “There but for the 
grace of God go I.” It’s not to 
say that it’s hopeless. I believe in 

hope and I believe that you can turn any 
situation around. But society isn’t super 
forgiving if you are a person of color.

You mentioned that your whole family 
converted to Buddhism at once. Of 
course, I have to ask about how that 
happened. Yes, when I was 8 or 9. It 
started with my uncle on my mom’s 
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ALREADY  
           FREE

A swim with Ram Dass  
                                            is a dip into egolessness.

BY MARK EPSTEIN

“ YOU’RE NOT WHO YOU THINK YOU ARE.”

The first time I heard Ram Dass say this, I 
felt something stir in me. It was the summer 
of 1974 and I was 20 years old. He was 43. 
It had never occurred to me that I was not 
my ego, but it seemed obvious once he said 
it. My obsessive thinking, according to his 
way of understanding things, was obscuring 
my soul. He had more to say on the subject, 
but the more theoretical he became the more 
my attention wandered. Nothing compared 
to the raw impact of that first proclamation: 
I was not who I thought I was. This seemed 
very true. Then who was I?   

I am now 65 years old, and Ram Dass 
is almost 88. The comment he made, and 
the questions it provoked, have stayed with 
me over the past forty-odd years and guided 
me in my work with my patients. The ego 
takes refuge in the intellect, but as a famous 
psychoanalyst once said, “We are poor 
indeed if we are only sane.” Not knowing 
is better than pretending. As the ancient 
Buddhist text Dhammapada declared: 

The fool who knows he is foolish is, let 
us say, wise.

The fool who thinks he is wise is hugely 
foolish.

In 1997, Ram Dass suffered a crippling 
stroke that left him paralyzed on his right 
side and challenged to find the words he 
needed to express himself. He was no longer 
who he had thought he was either. I visited 
him a year later, when I was well into my 
career. He greeted me with a chuckle. 

“So are you a Buddhist psychiatrist now?” 
he teased me. 

It took a long time to enunciate the entire 
sentence, but he did so with a twinkle in his 
eye. When I answered positively, he asked 
me another provocative question. He had 
trouble getting the words out, but I eventu-
ally understood what he was saying. 

“Do you see them as already free?” he 
queried. 

His question went right to the heart of 
what he had taught me all those years before. 
I did indeed try to see my patients as already 
free. My job was to help clear away the ego’s 
debris so that they could see it too.

In April 2017, twenty years after our last 
encounter, I visited Ram Dass for several 
days at his home on the grounds of an old 
horse farm on the north shore of the island 

of Maui. On this 
occasion, Ram Dass 
did not question 
me about anything. 
I was waiting for 
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Left: Ram Dass, 87, 
sits before an  
altar at his home  
in Hawaii.
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him on the patio out behind his house 
at sunset, having just arrived from my 
New York flight. He came gliding down 
on a little elevator from his bedroom, the 
back door of the house flying open as he 
descended, and rolled out in his wheel-
chair onto the terrace in time for dinner. 
There was a smile on his face as he regis-
tered my surprise at his unanticipated 
entrance. Three white cranes had just 
swooped into the yard. His speech was 
much improved from the last time I had 
seen him, and he greeted me warmly. 

“I’m spending much more time in here 

now,” he told me, pointing to his chest. 
He was uncomplaining. He needed 

help from various attendants to move 
from his wheelchair to a garden chair, 
but his mood was chipper and he was 
clearly an inspiration to the people who 
were helping him. We had some good 
conversations about death over the next 
few days.

“Death is like taking off a tight shoe,” 
a spiritual friend had once told him. 

“Soon I will be released from Central 
Jail!” his own guru had exclaimed after 
having a heart attack shortly before he 
died. 

I told him how I had spoken to my 
father about the Buddhist view of death 
when he was 84 years old and newly 
diagnosed with a silent but malignant 
brain tumor. My father, a physician and 
professor of medicine with no interest in 
any of my spiritual pursuits, was a scien-
tist who did not believe in an afterlife. 
I had always avoided talking to him 
about Buddhism, but I suddenly real-
ized I had advice I had never given. He 
was surprisingly receptive.

“You know the feeling of yourself 
deep inside that hasn’t really changed 

since you were a boy?” I said. “The way 
you have felt the same to yourself as a 
young man, in middle age, and even 
now? It’s kind of transparent: you know 
what it is, but it’s hard to put your finger 
on it. You can just relax your mind into 
that feeling and ride out through it. The 
body comes apart, but you can rest in 
who you have always been.”

 As we were sitting at the dinner table 
with the members of his household after 
this exchange, Ram Dass pointed at me 
and said to the others, “He’s . . . he’s 
. . . the real thing.” I had been some-
what nervous about visiting for such an 

extended time (I was there for three days 
in all), not wanting to impose on him, 
but his comment made me relax. I was 
very glad to feel his approval.

T HE NEXT MORNING WE TOOK 
an expedition to the ocean 
for a swim. It was raining, but 
Mondays were beach days and 

the weather app promised that it would 
be sunny on the other side of the island. 
The weekly swim was a tradition I had 
heard about before I arrived, but I could 
not really envision how it was going to 
happen. Still, things unfolded smoothly. 
Six of us piled into two cars, Ram Dass 
sitting in the front of an SUV with his 
friend driving him. I sat in the back and 
listened as the driver played a recording 
of Ram Dass giving a lecture sometime 
in the 1970s when he still had his golden 
tongue. I remembered how enthralled I 
had been by his storytelling. 

“Did you write that stuff out before-
hand or just improvise?” I asked him. 
“The narrative is so well-constructed.”

“Improvised,” he responded with a 
hint of pride.

“How did you learn to do that?”  
I asked.

“I used to listen to my father giving 
speeches for Jewish charities,” he 
answered, and we laughed and laughed.

When we got to the beach, things 
moved quickly. The sun was shining 
and the ocean beckoned. Ram Dass 
was transferred from the SUV to a 
makeshift wooden wheelbarrow, a wet 
suit was maneuvered onto him, and he 
was wrapped in a life vest. He lay in 
the wheelbarrow grinning as he was 
wheeled into the ocean. I was already 
there, swimming into the oncoming 
waves, my first taste of the warm Hawai- 
ian waters. I turned just in time to see 
him being dumped out of the wheelbar-
row. I had assumed he would just rest in 
the wagon and let the sea wash over him, 
but I was in for a surprise. Floating in 
the water, supported by his life vest, Ram 
Dass was able to use his good arm and leg 
to paddle at will. Lying on his back, he 
propelled himself around, bobbing and 
weaving like a jovial old prizefighter. 
Without my being aware of it, 15 people 
or so had joined him in the water. I swam 

We were indeed a pod of souls, liberated, for an 
interlude, from the confines of our egos.    

Ram Dass during 
an outing to the 

beach on a sunny 
December day  

in Hawaii
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toward them. They were an assortment of 
aging Maui folks, mostly ex-hippies from 
the mainland by the look and sound of 
them, familiar types to me but no one I 
had ever met before. It became clear very 
quickly that this was a regular thing for 
them: they came each week around this 
time to join Ram Dass in the water.

I was struck by their shining counte-
nances. When I had spoken earlier with 
Ram Dass about death, he had used the 
phrase “a pod of souls” to talk about the 
way friendship and love bound people 
together life after life. The phrase came 
back to me in the ocean as I looked 
from one person to the next. We were 
like a pod of souls in that sea, jostling 
about as the waves lapped around us. 
Ram Dass was very happy to be freed 
from the encasement of his beleaguered 
body. The other people were glowing 
too, and I was caught up in the shared 
enthusiasm. One man (“He’s a retired 
dentist,” Ram Dass whispered to me as 
I swam alongside him) began to call out 
a Hawaiian chant. I had no idea what 
he was saying, but the sound rang true 
and everyone sang a gusty response. The 
beauty of each of the swimmers hit me 
deeply. I don’t really mean they were 
physically beautiful—they were not 
especially handsome—but each one of 
them was stunningly lovely. I suppose it 
was the communal happiness that gave 
me that impression. I was caught up in 
it: the buoyancy of the sea, the light-
ness of our bodies, the sun’s warmth, and 
Ram Dass’s evident pleasure. 

The next thing I knew, everyone was 
singing:

Row, row, row your boat
Gently down the stream.
Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily . . . 

The simplicity of the song made me 
happy. It was perfect. Soft waves were 
ushering us toward shore. The group 
was singing the verses in a round. Ram 
Dass was paddling himself; the rest of us 
were rowing alongside him. The waves 
were gentle as a stream. And the phrase 
“Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily” came 
spinning off everyone’s tongues like one 
of those hoop-rolling games European 
children played after the war. We were 

indeed a pod of souls, liberated, for an 
interlude, from the confines of our egos. 

Back on shore, Ram Dass was 
quickly whisked out of his wet suit. He 
made it clear that he was taking every-
one to lunch. An empty Thai restau-
rant in a nearby strip mall awaited us. 
The proprietors had clearly seen this 
group—or one like it—before. They 
were overjoyed and set a long table for 
20. I sat across from Ram Dass, and the 
gathering stretched out on either side. 
Everyone was back in his or her person-
ality, and I began to question my earlier 

impressions of their beauty. There was 
much commotion as a waitress began 
taking orders for Thai iced tea. A few 
people did not want ice; others could not 
drink condensed milk; many preferred 
theirs without sugar, and a few asked for 
Splenda instead. Some people wanted 
hot tea while others wanted decaf. One 
woman asked the group to turn off their 
cell phones since their electromag-
netic radiation worsened her arthritis. 
My judgmental thoughts, refreshingly 
absent during my watery sojourn,  
began to flow freely, and I was once  
again back to who I thought I was. I  
shook my head wondering how long  
this was going to last. With the possible  
exception of Ram Dass, who was more  
interested in his lunch than in the  
kvetching around him, we were all  

swimming in our egos now, myself 
included. 

In the back of my mind the nurs-
ery rhyme was running on. I had been 
so swept up in the rowing and the 
stream and the delightful sound of the 
word “merrily” (from the Old English  
myriglice, meaning “pleasantly,” “melo-
diously”) that I don’t think I had both-
ered to finish the song in my head.  
But now I did. 

“Life is but a dream.”
Ordering the iced tea had been difficult  

enough for the group: imagine what 

happened when it came to the soup. 
Ram Dass ate heartily, though. I was full  
of disapproving thoughts, but he didn’t 
seem perturbed by any of what was 
flourishing around him. Later that 
evening, as we were watching a repeat of  
Saturday Night Live, he remarked on how  
happy he had been in the ocean. “Yep,” 
he repeated several times. “Yep . . . yep,  
that was great!” And he nodded his head 
in the affirmative. Throughout my entire 
visit he was consistently upbeat. Despite 
the constraint and discomfort of his 
long-suffering body, I had the distinct 
impression that he was already free.  

Mark Epstein is a psychiatrist, Buddhist 
practitioner, and a bestselling author. His 
newest book is Advice Not Given: A 
Guide to Getting Over Yourself.
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Can Buddhist theology help save us from climate 
disaster? The Dalai Lama thinks so.

By Linda Heuman

AWAKENING FROM 
CLIMATE SLUMBER

B O O K S
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UMANI T Y FACES AN 
environmental crisis so critical that 
our survival on earth is in peril. Yet we 
have another even more urgent prob-
lem: most of us go on living as though 
nothing out of the ordinary is happen-
ing. What is wrong with us? Is there 
something religions could do to spur 
us to action? If so, what? Is there a role 
Buddhists could play? To address these 
questions, in 2011, at the request of the 
His Holiness the Dalai Lama, Mind & 
Life Institute convened a think tank 
of more than a dozen leading scien-
tists, interdisciplinary scholars, and 
theologians at his private residence in 
Dharamsala, India. Other Buddhist 
luminaries joined in, including Roshi 
Joan Halifax, Thupten Jinpa, Matthieu 
Ricard, and His Holiness the 17th 
Karmapa. This meeting was the twen-
ty-third Mind & Life dialogue with 
the Dalai Lama. As is typical of these 
dialogues, it provided a forum both to 
educate the Dalai Lama and to solicit 
his input; it also provided a rare venue 
to introduce Buddhist perspectives to 
cutting-edge interdisciplinary schol-
arship, interfaith dialogue, and public 
discourse. (Atypically, it focused on a 
topic unrelated to cognitive science.) 
Ecology, Ethics, and Interdependence: the 
Dalai Lama in Conversation with Lead-
ing Thinkers on Climate Change—a skill-
fully edited and easily readable transcript 
of the dialogue—shares that important 
conversation with a wider audience. 
(Interested readers can also watch videos 
of the meeting on YouTube.)

“We’re all in a kind of trance,” says 
meeting moderator and book co-editor 
Daniel Goleman in the opening chapter. 
“Today, we’re facing a real paradox: even 
though we love our children as much 
as anybody in human history has, every 
day, each of us unwittingly acts in ways 
that create a future for this planet and 

DALAI LAMA
His Holiness the 14th 
Dalai Lama, Tenzin Gyatso, 
is the most prominent 
spiritual leader of the  
Tibetan Buddhist com-
munity. In 1989 he was 
awarded the Nobel Peace 
Prize for advocating for 
peace in the midst of the 
Chinese government’s 
oppression of Tibet. In 
1959, the Dalai Lama fled 
his homeland and sought 
refuge in Dharamsala, 
India, where he lives today.

H
for our own children, and their children, 
that will be much worse.”  The struggle to 
understand, articulate, and address this 
paradox is a central theme of the book. “I 
feel that Buddhism and Christian theol-
ogy, as well as philosophy and psychol-
ogy, have very important perspectives 
to offer science,” Goleman continues. 
“Science documents what’s happening, 
but it doesn’t necessarily have within it 
the mechanisms to mobilize people to 
act in a skillful way.”

The book comprises ten lectures and 
the ensuing discussions. It is divided 
into three parts: the first part lays out 
the scientific evidence showing the 
consequences of human activity on the 
planet; the second weighs the ethical 
implications of environmental change; 
and the third explores effective action. 
This weeklong conversation traverses a 
wide range of questions from the factual 
(What is happening, to whom, and how 
fast?) to the philosophical (Do future 
humans have rights?) to the practical 
(Should we be vegetarians?). It intro-
duces creative metaphors to facilitate 
action—such as “handprint,” a counter- 
balance to environmental “footprint,” 
which offers a way to quantify the posi-
tive impact of our actions. Or “mind-
print,” which adds intention to the 
calculation. And it strikes a hopeful tone, 
not only focusing on what humans are 
doing wrong but also providing exam-
ples of where we are doing it right—
such as in Bhutan, where 50 percent of 
the country is national park, farming is 
headed toward all-organic, and carbon 
emissions are on decline.

Environmental scientist Diana Liver-
man starts off the presentations, summa-
rizing the latest scientific findings on the 
state of the environment. By means of 
a series of charts, she demonstrates the 
growth in human activity and resource 
use since 1950 and the correspond-
ing increase in environmental degrada-
tion—a phenomenon known as the Great 
Acceleration. The acceleration results from 
two factors: the number of people on the 
planet (good news: expected to level off 
at nine billion by 2050) and how much 
each person consumes (well, that’s bad 
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news). Scientists are concerned about 
multiple environmental tipping points, 
she explains; if we cross these thresholds, 
change will be rapid and irreversible. In 
this context, climate change is merely one 
of nine looming catastrophes including 
chemical pollution, ocean acidification, 
and biodiversity loss. 

We have moved from the Holo-
cene into the Anthropocene, Liverman 
explains, a new geological epoch in 
which the primary shaping force of the 
planet is human activity.  The emerg-
ing understanding of the earth is that 
all its multiple systems—land, oceans, 
atmosphere, and living things—and all 
its multiple processes—physical, chem-
ical, and biological—are entangled in 
complex ways with each other and 
with human life and activity.  “It is very 
important to remember that the earth’s 
system is not separate from us, but rather 
that we are part of it,” she emphasizes, 
introducing a second central theme of 
the book: interdependence. 

CLIMATE SCIENCE EVOLVES 
quickly. Between the occur-
rence of the meeting and the 
publishing of the book seven 

years have elapsed, so potential readers 
might fear the content is dated. Alas, 
recent facts are no less concerning, so 
the fundamental issues addressed by the 
book are still relevant. More complicat-
ing for the reader is that the political 
backdrop of the climate conversation 
has inverted in the United States since 
the meeting occurred; now climate-
change-deniers govern one of the 
world’s leading polluters. In this sense, 
the book sometimes reads as a relic of a 
qualitatively different and more hope-
ful age. For example, after Liverman 
finishes her talk, the Dalai Lama offers 
advice that seems naive in the face of 
today’s political reality. “Global leaders 
should be exposed to this kind of data 
so that people who are responsible for 
countries will become fully convinced 
of the seriousness of the situation. More 
awareness needs to be created, particu-
larly awareness in free countries where 
leaders are chosen through election.” 

In his repeated insistence that 
education is the solution to public 
inaction, the Dalai Lama acts as a foil. 
His is the voice of common sense. Get 
people the information about what is 
happening; explain that changing their 
way of life is in their own best inter-
est; and of course they will comply. 
Except that isn’t what happens, the 
Dalai Lama’s interlocutors are quick 
to inform him, explaining that the find-
ings have become politicized, forces of 
active disinformation are at work, and 
even when receptive people get the 
memo, often they don’t respond. (The 
fact that the commonsense approach 
fails is an important indication that 
something is wrong with contemporary 
common sense, an insight that emerges 
chapters later.)

If peoples’ failure to respond is not 
caused by a lack of data, then what is 
its cause? We have a design flaw in our 
brains, Goleman suggests, offering a 
perspective from evolutionary psychol-
ogy. After all, we have brains “designed 
for detecting snarling tigers, not the very 
subtle causes of planetary 
degradation,” he said, 
so the danger simply 
doesn’t trip the neuro-
logical alarm system. 
The panelists consider 
many other possibilities 
as the dialogue advances. 
Science is telling people 
things they don’t want 
to hear; the implications 
are too severe. Or: the 
future is too far away; we 
aren’t emotionally moved 
by it. Or: people aren’t 
convinced by data; statistics just aren’t 
the sort of thing that convinces. 

Throughout these exchanges, the 
Dalai Lama demonstrates a faith in 
science education laudable for a reli-
gious leader but misguided in its 
scientism. “In these modern times, the 
scientist can sometimes be considered 
a guru, a person of authority on these 
issues,” the Dalai Lama insisted. “The 
gurus need to come out and speak.” Or 
later: “I think the best people to stimu-

late awareness about what’s happening 
and what needs to be done are not the 
politicians or leaders but the scientists. 
They are the real gurus in these matters.”

When the issue at hand is environ-
mental change, certainly natural scien-
tists are the best authorities. But when 
the matter concerns motivating public 
response, they are not. The Dalai Lama 
here is making three common—but 
telling—category mistakes. First, he 
conflates all knowledge with knowledge 
of natural science. Motivation is not a 
matter of natural fact; it is a matter of 
human meaning and values, which is the 
forte of experts like theologians, quali-
tative scientists, and humanists. Second 
and third, he misappraises the kind of 
awareness at stake and the corresponding 
kind of response needed—thus missing 
game-changing distinctions that enter 
the conversation only when Christian 
theologian Sallie McFague presents. 

To introduce these distinctions, 
McFague asks her audience to imag-
ine giving up driving or flying. “The 
shock that we feel when we imagine 

this causes us to realize 
how far we have to go in 
our attitudes and our prac-
tices. We human beings are 
so embedded in the culture 
of consumerism that 
being asked to consume 
less makes us almost gasp. 
And we do; we stop for a 
moment, and then we have 
to inhale and take another 
breath, and get back in our 
cars and our airplanes, and 
continue on.”

That feeling of mind- 
stopping shock is an important indica-
tion that peoples’ lack of response is not 
operating at the level of explicit knowl-
edge (which thereafter is referred to as 
“awareness”); it is operating at the level 
of implicit assumptions (thereafter “deep 
awareness”). McFague puts it like this: 
“The culture of consumerism is not just a 
form of life that we can accept or reject. It 
has now become like the air we breathe, 
and this is the nature of culture. Culture 
becomes nature; it becomes natural. It 
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becomes the way things are; it becomes 
the world in which we live.” 

Anthropocene is ostensibly a scien-
tific term referring to an epoch in natu-
ral history, but it has another important 
meaning in the context of the human-
ities, which went unmentioned in 
Dharamsala. It refers to the correspond-
ing era in human history. This meaning of  
“Anthropocene” is harder to get your head 
around: it is the era during which nature 
has been, all along, something humans 
were assuming it was not. The notion 
captures an uncanniness and shock, 
suggests essayist Amitav Ghosh, similar 
to the moment “when a harmlessly drift-
ing log turns out to be a crocodile.” (See 
Ghosh’s book The Great Derangement: 
Climate Change and the Unthinkable, 
which is an excellent companion read.)

Buddhism contains parallels. For exam-
ple, when we learn the truth of suffer-
ing, we might imagine we have acquired 
knowledge about the world “out there”—
that it is in the nature of suffering—but 
what really matters is what we learn about 
ourselves: we had imagined otherwise; we 
had it wrong. And gaining that insight 
is not a matter of acquiring a new fact. 
Rather, it is relinquishing an illusion.

T HROUGHOU T THE INDUS-
trial revolution and beyond, 
modern people assumed that 
nature was separate from 

humans, inert, predictable, without 
agency, under our control, and there for 
our exploitation. That’s how we ended 
up in this mess. But the escalating envi-
ronmental crisis acts as incontrovertible 
counterevidence to these assumptions. 
We now know that nature has never been 
like that. We had it wrong. 

Understanding that there is a connec-
tion between nature and humans reveals a 
further surprise. We had it wrong on not 
just one but two counts; that is, about both 
nature and humans. In light of science’s 
new conception of nature, continuing our 
out-of-control use of resources is illumi-
nated as logically incoherent, morally 
wrong, and existentially absurd. But ques-
tioning consumer ideology—“the culture 
of insatiable greed”—in turn undermines 

our very identity. We no longer know who 
we are in the most fundamental scheme 
of things, where we fit into the big picture 
as human beings, or what we should be 
doing, McFague observed. “Change at 
this level is very, very difficult, and in fact, 
most people find it impossible.” 

We cannot solve the crisis with the 
paradigm that created it. And this is why 
education is necessary but not sufficient 
to awaken public response. Succeeding at 
that lies not in playing this game better, as 
it were, but in playing an entirely differ-
ent game. We need a paradigm shift.

TO IDENTIFY THE KIND OF 
shift needed, we have to examine 
the nature of consumer culture. In 
what manner are we entrenched? 

What kind of change would abandoning 
it entail? McFague says, “Consumerism 
is a cultural pattern that leads people to 
find meaning and fulfillment through the 
consumption of goods and services. Given 
this,” she posits, “consumerism is the 
newest, the latest, and the most success-
ful religion [italics mine].” 

To adequately address the plane-
tary crisis then, it would seem we need a 
culture-wide transformation akin to a spir-
itual awakening. Indeed, McFague uses 
such language when she says, “We need to 
wake up to the lie held in the current worl-
dview of individualist, selfish fulfillment… 
We need to wake up to a different world-
view, one that shares all our resources with 
our fellow creatures.” Such an “awakening” 
sounds comparable in scope to a religious 
conversion. “The change has to happen at all 
levels of our life,” she confirms, ”personal, 
what we eat, how we get to work, taxes, car 
emissions, everything.”

In responding to McFague, the Dalai 
Lama pinpoints what is at stake. There 
are theistic and nontheistic religions, 
he observes, “but we need a third reli-
gion.” As the chapters progress, confer-
ence participants sketch an outline of 
what that “religion” might look like. 
(Dalai Lama: “One without scriptures, 
that is based simply on common sense, 
our common experience, our inner 
experience, warmheartedness, a sense 
of concern for others’ well-being, and 

respect for the rights of others.”) Thupten 
Jinpa, the Dalai Lama’s primary inter-
preter, contributes a Buddhist mecha-
nism for facilitating a value-system shift. 
And the Karmapa adds his personal envi-
ronmental conversion story, conveying 
what environmental awakening might 
look like from a first-person perspective.  
Creating a new social consciousness to 
bring about an alternative future might 
seem like a brazen undertaking, but 
cutting-edge theorizing of this very sort is 
already well underway in academic fields 
like science studies and the environmen-
tal humanities. Moving forward, it could 
be fruitful to connect the dialogue that 
emerged from Dharamsala more explic-
itly with that broader conversation.

A reader might begin Ecology, Ethics, 
and Interdependence imagining that the 
role for religions in motivating public 
response is a peripheral one—on the 
order of planting trees in monasteries, 
finding sutras that support environmen-
tal ethics, or preaching conservation from 
the pulpit. But by the end of the book, it 
is clear that is not the case. In the vision 
that comes forth from the conference, 
religion occupies center stage

And in this project, Buddhism 
could play a leading part. After all, don’t 
Buddhists have experience developing 
a culture based on a kind of waking up? 
And how did the Buddha do it? He artic-
ulated the problem; identified its causes; 
established that the problem could be 
fixed by abandoning its causes; and taught 
a step-by-step path for doing that. Then 
he created a community and evolved 
institutions to support people under-
going that transformation. Might this 
example not serve as a parallel for how 
to awaken humanity from climate slum-
ber? The Buddha provided a strategy to 
recognize and escape from a predicament 
so existentially dire that we are encour-
aged to respond as though our hair is on 
fire. Today, as the Dalai Lama says, in the 
sentence that closes the book, “The earth 
is our home, and our home is on fire.”   

Linda Heuman is a Tricycle contribut-
ing editor and freelance journalist based 
in Providence, Rhode Island.
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A playwright and a poet create beauty in the 
face of death in Letters from Max.

By Douglas Penick

Love Passing 
Beneath Shadows

B O O K S


BODY, SPEECH, AND MIND, IN THE BUDDHIST TRADITION, 
are often considered as three of our fundamental fields of experience 
and cultivation. They are aspects of awakening and so are also called the 
three bodies of Buddha; but, we can equally consider them as aspects 
of continuity. So there is our continuity as body: things taking physi-
cal form in incalculable proliferations of worlds and universes. There is 

continuity as mind, which is luminous, empty awareness, awareness beyond the limits 
of form, time, conceptualization. And then, in between, as it were, we have continuity 
as speech. This is language in the broadest and deepest sense: communicating and 
the desire to communicate, and our joy in doing so. 

Letters from Max: A Book of Friendship is an account of the author Sarah Ruhl’s 
deep, poignant, and sustaining friendship with the young poet Max Ritvo. Max did 
not live long, but in that time he and Sarah developed an extraordinary bond. This 
book consists of their correspondence and Ruhl’s commentary, and it is an offering of 
love, commitment, and inspiration. It is also the story of two people whose lives are 
focused within the domain of speech and a passion for communication. They meet 
in the world of words, and the deep connection that evolves is inseparable from the 
ways in which they articulate, explore, and communicate their outer and inner lives.

Sarah Ruhl is a well-known and 
widely admired playwright. Her plays, 
including Eurydice, The Clean House, 
and In the Next Room, have been 
performed throughout the US and 
Europe. John Lahr observed in The 
New Yorker, “her plays are bold,” and he 
wrote of “her nonlinear form of real-
ism—full of astonishments, surprises, 
and mysteries.” She has been nomi-
nated twice for the Pulitzer Prize, and 
has been the recipient of a MacAr-
thur Fellowship, the Laura Pels Inter-
national Foundation Theater Award, 
and the Steinberg Distinguished Play-
wright Award. She has written essays 
on a wide range of topics and teaches at 
Yale School of Drama. Max Ritvo was 
a young poet who would, before his 
short life ended, write extraordinary 
poems and have a considerable impact 
on the poetry world.  

S ARAH MET MAX IN THE FALL 
of his senior year at Yale, after 
he had applied for a place in her 
playwriting class. At the conclu-

sion of the application in which he 
described his involvement with poetry, 
he said: “All I want to do is write.” His 
lack of any playwriting experience 
almost led Sarah not to accept him. She 
later wondered what “strange parallel 
universe” she would have inhabited if 
she had not changed her mind.  

Soon after her first meeting with 
Max, his schedule of medical treat-
ments obliged him to explain that he 
had had cancer since he was 16, and 
although he had been in remission, 
that might no longer be the case. He 
would occasionally have to miss certain 
classes. Soon began the decorous and 
deep unfolding intimacy of mind and 
heart that is the subject of this book. 
Max was assiduous in attending class, 
participating, working to write a play. 
But when cancer laid hands on him, 
this was not possible. When Sarah’s 
schedule and family life permitted, 
she would visit him in the clinics and 
hospitals during his treatments. 

In the contemporary American 
landscape, cancer is a vast, half-hidden 
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SARAH RUHL
A playwright, essayist, 
and professor at the Yale 
School of Drama, Sarah 
Ruhl has received multi-
ple awards for her work, 
including two nominations 
for the Pulitzer Prize.

MAX RITVO
Writing by Max Ritvo 
(1990–2016) was 
published posthumously  
by Milkweed Editions in 
Four Reincarnations, Letters  
to Max, and The Final  
Voicemails. Ritvo earned  
his MFA in Poetry at 
Columbia University’s 
School of the Arts.

domain. (According to a 2018 report for 
the President’s Cancer Panel, approxi-
mately 41 percent of Americans will be 
diagnosed with cancer during their life-
time and about 21 percent will die from 
cancer.) Whether this realm of illness, 
with its poison cures, radiation beams, 
and radical surgeries, has been triggered 
by the array of chemicals in our polluted 
environment, none can or will say. (The 
same report states that this question has 
been given a low priority for investiga-
tion and funding.) It is a world where 
aberrant internal biological forms 
invade the body and proliferate, but they 
also find a place in their own specially 
designated buildings, meet their own 
specialist doctors, nurses, technicians, 
researchers, are spoken of in their own 
language. Here is a special delineation of 
the body’s geography, a unique pictorial 
language of scans, a calculated place-
ment in high-risk protocols, the statisti-
cal arcana of fatal prognostication.  

The nonnegotiable brutality of cancer 
and its logic did not allow Max to take for 
granted the safe regularity of academia or 
to languish in the short-breathed excite-
ment of the literary world. 
Instead, he was impelled to 
throw himself into life with 
outlandish glee, determina-
tion, and astonishing gener-
osity.

Max and Sarah’s friend-
ship evolved in visits and 
correspondence: in their 
first two letters, they had 
found an informality and 
ease. He dreamed of becoming a poet. 
As his cancer returned and he moved 
toward surgery, their conversations 
“about art and life,” as she wrote, “took 
on a new urgency, and our correspon-
dence began in earnest.” 

From Max, in the hospital: “I’m 
clinging more and more to my writing 
as my panic is increasing.”

Sarah: “I want you to write in any 
way that makes sense to you.”

Max: “Everything in my life, the 
fabric of my life itself, is dissolving. You 
are not. Maybe I am not?”

Sarah to Max (a poem):

Health does not belong to literature.
I wish it did.

Max is a poet.
Max is a poem.
We all become poems
in the end.

MAX  G RA D UAT ED, G O T 
into the writing program 
at Columbia, and became a 
rising star in the New York 

poetry world. Even with the demands 
of their separate careers, the two grew 
closer. Sarah commented on a reading 
he gave at the 13th Street Repertory 
Theatre in New York, alongside “lumi-
naries like Jean Valentine. At this time 
Max was full of brio, and hope. The 
tumors appeared to be stable. He had a 
book coming out and a wedding to plan.  
Max’s readings were extraordinary. . . .  
he would rotate, wearing his pink 
kimono while declaiming poetry, arms 
outstretched, including everyone in his 
luminous pink gaze.”

Within a few years, Max’s cancer 
returned in force, and he was subjected 

to new rounds of exper-
imental chemotherapy. 
Nonetheless, he pressed on, 
graduating from Columbia 
and working to complete 
another book of poetry. He 
and Sarah discussed writing 
their letters in a way that 
might be suitable for a book.

Sarah to Max on his 
poetry: “I think you are 

bringing us along where poetry needs 
to go, away from the small and confes-
sional into a big world, the world of 
death, love, and metaphysics. . . . How 
lucky I am that I met you and you made 
me love poetry again.”

Max: “Humans are expensive to 
nature, I’m realizing. Wherever we go 
we replace nature with art.”

Sarah: “Beauty always giving rise to 
the desire to replicate.” 

Max (as his condition deteriorated): 
“My equanimity just has to be forbear-
ance and forgiveness every two or three 
seconds for the condition I find myself in.” 

Letters from Max:  
A Book of  
Friendship  

By Sarah Ruhl and  
Max Ritvo. Milkweed  
Editions, September 

2018. 336 pp.,  
$26, cloth



S P R I N G  2 0 1 9   |  T R I C Y C L ET R I C Y C L E   |  S P R I N G  2 0 1 9

R E V I E W S

8 8 T R I C Y C L E   |  S P R I N G  2 0 1 9

Sarah: “I have an aspiration to be one 
person in your life whom you do not 
have to comfort through your illness. So 
don’t worry if I cry in a dream or other-
wise. The main thing is you.”

In 2016, Max weakened as new 
cancers and new treatments sapped 
his strength. He 
wrote Sarah of his 
fear. She replied: “I 
do not believe you 
are only carrying a 
torch of fear into 
the night with you. 
You might think 
you are carrying a 
torch of fear, Max, 
but what I see you 
holding is a torch of incredible lumi-
nosity, bravery, generosity to all those 
around you, and metaphysical HEART. 
Big, big, big! Good, good, good! Bright, 
bright, bright! Illuminating the way in 
front of you and imparting light to the 
people you love.”

Max: “What if the soul is no more 
than the success with which we envi-
sion one another? What if you make me 
and I make you, and we need each other 
to make each other? …We’ll know one 
another forever, however long ever is. 
And that’s all I want—is to know you 
forever.” Around that time, he began 
writing at an ever greater pace:

. . . and my chest slit with gills
for the new thing
taking over.

I abandoned my mind’s garden . . .

It stirs, I bleed. A lesson:
Pain is just panic sitting still a moment.

As my blood pours
it moves the air.
           –“Self Portrait as Jesus”
 
Sarah wanted to assemble as many 

of their letters as possible. Max wanted 
a short volume organized by topic. He 
had a horror of a “poor cancer boy 
and his wise, loving mentor” book. 
He wrote and apologized for impos-

ing his earlier poems on her; he called 
them “Barf.” And she replied: “I would 
not have judged your writing in that 
way, Max. It was you! Not words. I saw  
YOU, Max!”

Their letters became much longer 
and involved with speculation about 

life, death, meaning, 
writing, reincarna-
tion, soul, Buddhism, 
belief, doctrines. Max 
concluded this inter-
change: “All spiritu-
ality asks is that we 
put ourselves in situ-
ations that feel holy. 
That take our breath 
away and make us 

go: I can’t believe my luck to be part of 
something as beautiful as life.”

Max from “The Final Voicemails”: 

I know you’ve been waiting for disin-
tegration,

but it just doesn’t seem to be coming
…
but these mild passions, all surface, 

keep erupting now
like acne—or like those berries on a

bush.

Don’t ask me to name them—
I’ve never been that kind of guy.
Red berries—sour, sticky.
If you really want to know, 
come here, just try them.

Red as earth,
red as a dying berry
red as your lips,
red as the last thing I saw
and whatever next thing I will see.

Max wrote an introduction to their 
book (what became this book, actually, 
where Sarah placed it near the end). It is 
a paean to Sarah and to their friendship. 
It concludes: “we talked in person, on 
the phone, and through our letters, and 
became friends in the deep sense of You 
Are Not Alone. And we discussed True 
Love and The Afterlife. And we never 
figured anything out. And that was what 
there was to figure out, And now, if I 

ever hug you, it is Sarah hugging you.”
In his last email to her, Max wrote:

Death doesn’t seem soon
It seems now
…
the book is written
that’s the part that actually means life

happened.

He died soon after. The day before, 
he had asked his mother: “Do you think 
I’ve fought hard enough?”

IN T H EI R CORRESPONDENCE, 
Max and Sarah often looked at a 
Buddhist context for life and art. They 
reached no conclusions about how this 

might work. Of course, how enlighten-
ment is alive within our ordinary life is an  
enduring question. Sarah had taken refuge  
with a nun in the Tibetan Buddhist  
tradition. Max was very taken with Zen  
and wrote a lovely and intriguing essay  
on the poet and Zen priest Philip Whalen.  
Whalen’s teacher, Suzuki Roshi, once 
remarked: “I don’t know so much if there 
are enlightened beings, but I know there 
are enlightened moments.”

Here, also from a renowned Zen  
master, Joshu Sasaki Roshi, is another  
glimpse of how the awakened state   
may be present in ways not clearly  
delineated in doctrine.

A longtime student of Sasaki Roshi’s 
suddenly left for an Indian teacher far 
less well-known. “What will happen to 
him?” asked a fellow student. 

“Oh,” Roshi replied, “I don’t think 
he’ll find true love.” 

I thought this was a remarkable 
formulation, but the person who told 
me the story said: 

“Oh, he says that sometimes when he 
means enlightenment.”

“True love?”
“Yes.”  

Douglas Penick is a Tricycle contributing 
editor, Tibetan Buddhist practitioner, and 
author. His many works include Journey of 
the North Star and Dreamers and Their 
Shadows as well as three book-length 
episodes from the Gesar Epic.

“I can’t believe my 
luck to be part 
of something as 
beautiful as life.”
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Long overdue, a new exhibition spanning centuries showcases the richness and 
diversity of Sri Lankan art and chronicles Buddhism’s introduction to the country.

By Albert Johns

The Jeweled Isle
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T H E  R A R E S T  A N D  M O S T  VA L UA B L E  S R I 
Lankan jewel of all is not on display at the Los 
Angeles County Museum of Art’s current exhibi-
tion The Jeweled Isle: Art from Sri Lanka. It isn’t the 

407-carat topaz, or even the 3,339-carat lemon quartz seen 
shining in the first gallery, along with 19 other exquisite 
gems mined on the island. Rather, it is the tooth relic of the 

Buddha, sent from India in the 4th century, whose history 
was closely interwoven with the royal families of Sri Lanka 
and their ruling capitals. 

The Los Angeles County Museum of Art (LACMA) 
exhibition is organized chronologically into three sections, 
based on three successive capital cities, each of which once 
housed the sacred tooth relic. More than 240 objects on 

Entrance to the 
Temple of the 
Sacred Tooth 
Relic, built in the 
early 1800s, in
Kandy, Sri Lanka 
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display tell the story of 
Buddhism’s introduction 
to Sri Lanka, including its 
accommodation of indige-
nous deities and beliefs, its 
interaction with Hindu-
ism, and its ties to Indian 
culture and visual forms. 
The objects also show the 
Portuguese, Dutch, and 
British colonial influences 
on Sri Lankan culture, the 
development of Sri Lankan 
decorative traditions, the 
richness of its courtly arts, 
and, last but not least, the 
legacy of these influences in 
modern-day Sri Lanka.

It was a surprise for this 
museumgoer to learn that 
the exhibition is the first 
comprehensive survey of 
Sri Lankan art organized 
by any museum in the United States. 
Many of the objects on display are from 
LACMA’s own collections—the most 
expansive and diverse holdings in the 
US—and the University of California, 
Los Angeles, the home institution of 
Robert L. Brown, co-curator  with The 
LACMA’s Tushara Bindu Gude, is the 
only university in the country to teach 
Sri Lankan art.  

A longtime ban on removing art 
from the island and a 25-year civil war 
that ended only in 2009 created a gap 
in Sri Lankan scholarship. A survey of 
the country’s art was long overdue. The 
result is an ornate, colorful, and diverse 
panorama of objects and images.

The exhibition’s images of the 
Buddha are perhaps the most intrigu-
ing of all. These have a genuine, deep-
rooted quality 
relatively lacking 
in the colonial 
pieces. Elegant 
in repose, seated 
in meditation, or 
standing in assur-
ance, these figures 
emanate reverence 
and devotion in a 
way that seems 

to have been lost 
once European 
influences arrived. 
There is one exam-
ple, however, of 
the melding of 
native and Euro-

pean styles that succeeds in capturing 
the best of both worlds: a dense, lushly 
carved 18th-century ivory scene in an 
ebony frame, Buddha Shakyamuni and 
Attendants. Here the native carver has 
married a European-style format, a 
rectangular frame bordering a fron-
tal relief, with pure Sri Lankan imag-
ery: an elegant Buddha figure under 
an intricately decorated arch, flanked 
by ornately dressed figures, while two 
others float above on clouds.

Bright polychromatic figures abound  
in later and modern artworks as they do  
in the famous annual tooth relic pro- 
cession in Kandy,  replete with decorated  
elephants, masses of richly costumed 
performers, lights, and flowers. Also on 
display at LACMA are a number of 
wooden shrine panels from the 17th and  
18th centuries whose paintings depict the  
incorporation of Indian gods, some  
clearly Hindu, into a protective pan- 
theon of Sri Lankan Buddhist figures.

The Jeweled 
Isle: Art from 

Sri Lanka
runs through 

June 23, 2019, 
at The Los 

Angeles County 
Museum of Art. 

Buddha 
Shakyamuni 
and Attendants, 
18th century, 
ivory with paint, 
ebony frame
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Escher GuneWardena Architec-
ture, the exhibition’s designer, came up 
with the show’s layout after examin-
ing the objects’    historical settings and 
elements of ancient Sri Lankan archi-
tecture. According to their statement, 
the placement of monochromatic, 
monolithic forms are meant to suggest 
ruins extruding from the ground 
plane. While some of these effects 
work quietly and effectively on the 
viewer, I found the resulting dark char-
coal-gray rooms rather cave-like and  
too distant from the verdant, light-filled, 
and spectacularly beautiful environ- 
ment that is home to all the objects on 
display. Where the designers do back 
certain objects with panels colored  
in pigments that are evocative of Sri 
Lankan culture, the effect is lovely, and 
the pieces come alive.

Sri Lanka gained independence 
from the British in 1948 after more 
than four hundred years of Euro-
pean colonial rule. The country took 
its present name in 1972, doing away 
with “Ceylon,” the anglicized form 
of the Portugese Ceilao (based on a 
native term, Sinhala). Offering viewers 
a broad historical and visual context, 
the LACMA exhibition is interspersed 
with late 19th-century British colonial 
photographs that depict landscapes, 
sacred sites, monuments, botanical 
studies, and portraits of Kandyan elites 
from its modern history.

As a counterpoint to the colonial 
images, a wall at the end of the exhibi-
tion displays 20th-century photos by 
Reg van Cuylenburg (1926–1988), a 
Sri Lankan native of Kandyan, Sinha-
lese, English, and Dutch descent. 
Taken primarily in the 1950s, these 
photos present dignified images of 
fellow countrymen in a beloved home-
land. Such is the jeweled isle celebrated 
in this exhibition—a place whose 
vibrant artistic culture spans more than 
two millennia.   

Albert Johns is a painter and scholar 
based in Los Angeles. His work involves 
translation and illustration of premodern 
Arabic literature.
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into the large cave in the plaster moun- 
tain and handed me the maroon robes 
(pajamas really) of the community. 
Having accepted the robes and the rules  
of the community such as they were,  I 
moved into a tiny hut which we built 
on top of an old wooden river barge.

No war and a dragon’s roar of 
nonaggression were the most tangi-
ble, and often mysterious part of 
Dao Dua’s influence. It seemed to 
rule the environment, and I mean 
this quite literally. It is one thing 
to emanate kindness or manage to 
deflate a kitchen quarrel, but there 
was something deeper going on 
here. There actually was no war, or 
the jagged vibrations of war on this 
island. Above and around it, yes. 
Many evenings I used to sit eating 
pineapple under my thatched hut in 
the moonlight, watching both banks 
of the river rage at each other with 
howitzer shells and tracer bullets 
whistling back and forth over my 
head, while the colored lights of Dao 
Dua’s prayer circle embraced the 
sadness and the huge bells of Phoe-
nix Island slammed, exchanging and 
diffusing the suffering.

From a logical or pedestrian point 
of view Dao Dua was quite mad. 
His presentation was beyond ridic-
ulous, though in fact he danced in a 
desperate political world surrounded 
by an electronic battlefield. He made 
one’s mind spin, but his style pene-
trated the heart. A purely analytical 
mind could never get purchase on  
his vision.

WHETHER OR NOT THE PERSON 
you take teaching from is completely 
out of hand or represents the truth is 
often an unavoidable problem. This is 

the coconu t monk
continued from page 45
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more and more the case as we have to 
spiritually grow up and have to take 
responsibility for our own truth, rather 
than hide behind a dead doctrine or 
any old emperor’s new clothes. But in 
Vietnam, with everyone else in sight 
trying to slaughter each other, I found 
it easy to be relaxed about Dao Dua’s 
debatable relevance.

Dao Dua was the epitome of his 
creation. When I met him he was 
well under five feet tall. He used to 
be taller, but he had fallen out of a 
tree that he was meditating in and 
broken his back. He asked his disci-
ples not to worry, and get him back 
up in his tree. His lower back became 
fused in a sitting posture. His arms 
seemed to sprout out of his chest 
instead of his shoulders. His expres-
sion mixed a mock-seriousness with 
a huge approval of everything, except 
the demonstration of war. The fact of 
it, however, didn’t faze him.

Dao Dua was special. He normally 
wore his ponytail wound around the 
top of his head with the tip tucked 
in at the back. He thought this could 
symbolize Christ’s crown of thorns. 
Sometimes he let the ponytail hang 
down in back,  which he said repre-
sented Maitreya, the coming Buddha. 

Then again, he would pull it full around 
like a beard under his chin and stuff  
it over the far ear. This one always  
eluded me. Abe Lincoln perhaps? 
Symbols are always good advertising,  
but Dao Dua’s knees and the  
overall shape of his body reflected years 
of really industrial sitting practice and 
prostrations.

The Coconut Monk always wore a 
large crucifix over the saffron robe of 
a Buddhist monk. It rested on a large 
round saffron collar, similar to what 
a clown might wear.  I’d never seen 
anything like it. I studiously asked 
Dao Dua its origin. He scribbled a note 
which when translated said, “It’s really 
a bib. I invented it. I only eat vegetables, 
but I always seem to spill my food .”

Having discovered the peace-
ful eye of the hurricane, I felt a little 

selfish about my niche, 
but Dao Dua’s gener-
osity compelled me 
to invite friends from 
Saigon to come down 
and spend a few nights 
on the island and enjoy 
his peace. Most of my 
friends were combat 
photographers working 
for the networks and 
wire services. They, too, 
found Phoenix Island 
and its master the only 
refuge available when 
the succor of gallows 
existentialism ran dry. 
Quickly Dao Dua 
realized that he had a 
built-in public relations 
department through me 
and these new war-or-
phans. In some way 

Mixing Buddhism, Taoism, and 
Christianity, Dao Dua pushed tirelessly 
for a peaceful end to the war.

Dao Dua’s expression 
mixed a mock-
seriousness with a huge 
approval of everything, 
except the war.



S P R I N G  2 0 1 9   |  T R I C Y C L ET R I C Y C L E   |  S P R I N G  2 0 1 99 4 T R I C Y C L E   |  S P R I N G  2 0 1 9

the Aquarian age had delivered AP, 
UPI, Time and Newsweek, CBS, the 
BBC, and French television, as well 
as National Geographic, into his lap.

One full-moon night Dao Dua 
decided to make a move. I was awak-
ened at about 4:00 a.m. by my friend 
Dao Phuc, the Coconut Monk’s only 
English-speaking devotee. The wind 
was blowing small ripples across the 
Mekong, and Phuc threw his cloak 
over me against the chill as we walked 
across the wide prayer circle to the 
plaster mountain. The morning star 
had risen over the river palms but the 
moon was still up and Dao Dua was 
eating his breakfast of coconuts and 
hot red peppers. He wanted me to go 
to Saigon and arrange for my jour-
nalist friends to come to lunch as his 
guests in Saigon’s Chinese suburb of 
Cholon. My motorbike was already 
strapped into a sampan waiting to 
take me to the mainland. When we 
hit shore I started out nervously for 

town. I knew that if Dao Dua were 
to meet his luncheon date and leave 
the island, he was risking imprison-
ment. As for myself, I was risking my 
visa and general credibility. In a way, 
it was really like being Soupy Sales’s 
press attaché.

I contacted everybody I had ever 
brought to the island, many of whom 
had grown to love the 
Coconut Monk. The 
lunch was a huge feast 
prepared and served 
by some of Dao Dua’s 
Saigon-based devo-
tees who ran a Chinese 
pharmacy. Dao Dua did 
not appear at first, but 
about halfway through 
lunch he arrived in a 
1954 Buick Century 
with a saffron-painted 
roof. Though he wouldn’t leave the 
backseat of his car, he handed me an 
outline of his plans. He wanted my 
friends in the media to know that 

on the following day he would arrive 
at the presidential palace, and then 
march up the boulevard to the US 
Embassy to present Lyndon John-
son’s emissaries with his updated 
plans for peace.

After lunch we all went our vari-
ous ways. Dao Dua had disappeared 
in his car, leaving us all apprehen-

sive about the mess that 
we knew would follow 
any public demonstra-
tion on the streets of 
Saigon. Dao Dua had 
managed to get off his 
island by meeting the 
car at a secluded part of 
the river, but his pres-
ence in the backseat 
of his car on a Cholon 
street had started a buzz 
through the city.

Having seen the head-smash-
ing methods used to break up street 
demonstrations in Vietnam, I was 
worried about him. People were 

From The Other 
Side of Eden: Life 

with John Steinbeck, 
by John Steinbeck IV 
and Nancy Steinbeck 
© 2001. Reprinted 
with permission of 

Nancy Steinbeck and 
Prometheus Books 

(prometheusbooks.com).
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passionate and the police often 
cruel. The solution I thought was to 
go to the US Embassy right away 
and warn them that a peaceful monk 
wanted to drop by and deliver a letter 
for President Johnson. The politi-
cal section treated me politely, and 
after informing them of the next 
day’s activities I left feeling that 
this little bit of diplomacy would 
smooth things over. I was very naive. 
The following day my friends and I 
rendezvoused in a side street near 
the palace. Everything looked fairly 
normal except perhaps for me—a 
Westerner in maroon pajamas. Dao 
Dua’s car came around the corner and 
when he stepped out, half the people 
on the street stopped and stared and 
began to giggle among themselves, 
or make prostrations of obeisance to 
the jungle holy man. The other half 
turned out to be plainclothes police-
men, many of whom had apparently 
been following me since I left the US 
Embassy the day before. Police jeeps 

quickly tore in, blocking the way to the 
palace, so Dao Dua started strolling 
toward the embassy. He had brought 
one coconut with a naturally formed 
peace sign on the bottom. Actually, 
all coconuts have this, but he thought 
that there could be the outside chance 
that the American president might 
be moved sufficiently to halt the war 
though this lovely organic sign of 
universal harmony.

Our corps of friendly photogra-
phers and journalists snapped away, 
as the small band of ten monks and 
nuns made its way up the street 
toward the US compound. The 

police were actually very delicate with 
Dao Dua. The central command had 
made a faux pas by sending a captain 
to lead the operation whose family was 
from Kien Hoa where Dao Dua was 
most revered as a saint. In fact, the old 
man knew him as a boy. Anguish and 
confusion covered the captain’s face 
as he tried to persuade Dao Dua to 
please go home to his island and not 
make any trouble. Dao Dua just kept 
walking and grinning and as always, 
pointing his finger to the sky with 
huge approval as if complimenting 
the weather or heaven itself.

As we approached the embassy, a 
company of marines surrounded the 
building and locked a huge linked chain 
around the main gate. As I looked up 
I saw about forty more soldiers on 
the roof with quad-barrel 50-caliber 
machine guns staring down at us. Heli-
copter gunships began circling overhead 
to defend US soil from my four-foot-
eight-inch teacher. At this show, Dao 
Dua sat down on the sidewalk and 

Helicopter gunships 
began circling 
overhead to defend US 
soil from my four-foot-
eight-inch teacher.
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refused to move. After twenty minutes 
someone in the embassy began to real-
ize that a little old man was making a 
ridiculous spectacle out of the police 
and American military might, all with 
a single coconut.

Since the old man seemed to have 
half the press corps cheering him on, 
the atmosphere began to change into 
a weird sort of party. Dao Dua started 
preparing his lunch on the street. 
By this time the Vietnamese crowd, 
past their nervousness, were howling 
with laughter. Eventually, a tall and 
typically sweatless diplomat came 
out and accepted the letter through 
the bars of the gate. He refused the 
coconut on the grounds that the 
president of the United States could 
not accept gifts from foreign digni-
taries. Dao Dua was satisfied and 
moved off. Once again with police 
escort, he was taken back to Phoenix 
Island with the threat of more severe 
imprisonment if he ever set foot on 

the mainland again. To help make 
the point, a raid had taken place in 
his absence, and thirty of Dao Dua’s 
closest monks were arrested.

In his letter Dao Dua had asked LBJ 
for the loan of twenty huge transport 
planes to take him and his followers, 
plus building materials, to the Demili-
tarized Zone on the Seventeenth Paral-
lel between North and South Vietnam. 
There, in the middle of the Ben Hai 
River, Dao Dua would build a great 
prayer tower and deposit himself on 
the top without food or water. Along 
with three hundred monks on one side 
of the river and three hundred on the 
other, he would pray for seven days 
and nights. He assured the American 
president that this project would bring 
peace to Vietnam.

I N  T H E  F O LLOW I N G  Y E A R S 
Dao Dua and I played many games 
together. I was nearly thrown out 
of the country on several occasions, 
and it was probably the aura of his 

wackiness that saved me. Anyway, 
after this first incident and test of 
my commitment, I don’t think I 
was ever really taken seriously again 
as a serious journalist. I, too, was 
transformed into a nuisance and a 
nutcase. Time magazine ran a picture 
of me in my robes with the caption:

John Steinbeck IV 
A yen for Zen?

In the course of the next few years, 
with the help of myself and his other 
new friends, the Coconut Monk escaped 
his island many times, always to be 
carted right back by the police, who 
eventually kept a flotilla of patrol boats 
circling the island. A police station was 
established on the edge of the commu-
nity and soldiers began little patrols on 
the island. Once in a while, US heli-
copter jockeys would drop tear gas in 
the middle of the prayer circle during 
prostrations, but never once did a bullet 
penetrate Dao Dua’s domain.

the coconu t monk
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It’s all over now. Ho Chi Minh is in 
his grave, and so is Dao Dua. At first  
I heard that Dao Dua had left his  
island and moved back to Seven  
Mountains. This was in 1973. Then later 
in 1986, in a Vietnamese restaurant in 
Paris I overheard my name and his 
mentioned by some Vietnamese exiles. 
The Communists had tried to turn the 
island into a tourist attraction after  
the war. Later I learned that the  
Coconut Monk had been put under  
house arrest by the North Vietnam-
ese and eventually killed. When 
I saw him for the last time we 
didn’t say goodbye. He touched his  
eye, indicating a rare tear. Then  
grinning, he pointed to the sky where 
he lived. Memories are obsolete and I 
can’t forget.   

John Steinbeck IV (1946–1991) was 
an award-winning war correspondent, 
essayist, and author. His relationship with 
the Coconut Monk inspired his practice of 
Buddhism for the rest of his life.

american su tra
continued from page 51

had not yet finished construction of 
the ten incarceration camps that were 
to be used for the duration of the war. 
While those were being built, Senzaki, 
along with roughly eighteen thousand 
other people of Japanese ancestry, had 
been sent to the Santa Anita Racetrack, 
where they were forced to live in hast-
ily converted horse stalls. Upon hearing 
that he would be moving again—this 
time to the now-completed WRA camp 
in Wyoming called Heart Mountain— 
Senzaki wrote another poem, entitled 
“Leaving Santa Anita”: 

This morning, the winding train,
like a big black snake  

Takes us as far as Wyoming. 
The current of Buddhist thought 

always runs eastward.  
This policy may support the 

tendency of the teaching. 
Who knows?

By writing that the “current of 
Buddhist thought always runs east-
ward,” Senzaki is evoking ideas that 
originate with the Buddha’s prophecy 
that, after he died, his teachings—the 
dharma—would inevitably be transmit-
ted eastward. In the traditional formu-
lation of Buddhism’s eastward advance 
(bukkyo tozen), at least as it is described 
in Japan, the spread of the religion 
begins in India, then moves to China 
and Korea before finding an endpoint 
in the islands of Japan. But by the late 
19th century and early 20th century, 
some Buddhists who were migrating 
to the Americas had begun to think of  
their journey as a further extension of 
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this eastward trajectory. 
Indeed, once Senzaki arrived at the 

Wyoming camp, he went so far as to 
call his makeshift barracks the Tozen 
Zenkutsu—The Meditation Hall of the 
Eastbound Teaching. Far from giving 
up on his faith, Senzaki designated his 
new home as a Zen meditation hall; 
a new locus for American Buddhism. 
Confronted with unthinkable hardships, 
Senzaki and other Buddhists found 
that they would have to draw upon the 
deepest currents of Buddhist thought 
in order to persist and endure. In this, 
they were laying claim to the belief that, 
regardless of circumstance, Buddhism 
could not only survive but indeed flour-
ish in the United States. 

Were it not for Senzaki’s Buddhist 
teachings, which inspired efforts by 
postwar Zen adherents to preserve 
the sermons, letters, and miscellany of 
their teacher whose perspective they 
valued so highly, it is likely that this 
contemporaneous record of a Buddhist 
perspective on the wartime incarcera-
tion would simply have disappeared.

Likewise, the diaries, letters, and 
other fragments of memories about 
the wartime experience could easily 
have been relegated to the ash heap of 
history. But, like the Buddhism they 
describe, they have endured. In acts 
large and small, they were preserved 
by individuals and families who some-
how sensed that there was something 
inherently valuable—and indelible—in 
the Buddhism that they had been born 
into or had brought with them.

I CAME UPON TWO SUCH ACCOUNTS 
in 2000, shortly after the death of my 
graduate school advisor, Professor 

Masatoshi Nagatomi, when his widow 
asked me to help sort out his papers. 
For over forty years, starting in 1958 
when he joined the faculty at Harvard 
University as an instructor in Sanskrit 
and later as the university’s first profes-
sor of Buddhist studies, Nagatomi 
had mentored generations of scholars 
of Indo-Tibetan and Sino-Japanese 
Buddhism, many of whom ended up 
teaching at leading American universi-

ties. I was one of his last students.
His files were, needless to say, volu-

minous. But buried in his great mass of 
papers—mixed with dissertation chap-
ter drafts and letters from journals—
was a handwritten Japanese document 
with the name Nagatomi written on 
it, though not in my professor’s famil-
iar script. After a few days, I realized I 
had come across personal notes penned 
by Professor Nagatomi’s father, Shinjo 
Nagatomi. Though Professor Nagatomi 
rarely spoke about it, his father had done 
pioneering work as a Buddhist priest, first 
in Canada and then in the United States. 
The notes I found among my professor’s 

papers included a journal and drafts of 
sermons Shinjo Nagatomi had delivered 
in the tar paper barrack that had served 
as his Buddhist temple in the Manzanar 
camp in eastern California. 

Upon request from Professor 
Nagatomi’s widow, Masumi Nagatomi, 
I spot-translated several selections of 
the notes. One of them urged the elderly 
to persevere, despite the loss of their 
homes, livelihoods, and everything they 
had worked for as immigrants to the 
United States. Another exhorted young 
Japanese Americans to be law-abiding 
Buddhists loyal to their country, despite 
the war with their ancestral homeland. 

As I learned from Mrs. Nagatomi, at 
the time of the attack on Pearl Harbor, 
Masatoshi Nagatomi was fifteen years 
old and living with relatives in rural 
Yamaguchi Prefecture, having traveled 
there without his mother, father, and 
siblings, who remained home in San 
Francisco. With the outbreak of hostili-

ties, he found himself unable to return to 
the United States, and spent the remain-
der of the war stuck in Japan, where his 
only news of his parents and sisters would 
come from the rare International Red 
Cross letters his father sent him from 
behind barbed wire.

Conscripted to the shipyards of the 
port city of Kobe, Masatoshi Nagatomi 
struggled with others there to survive 
horrific working conditions and ever-di-
minishing food rations. Granted a brief 
leave to visit his relatives, he found 
himself on a train packed with weary and 
wounded soldiers that passed through 
the city of Hiroshima on August 6, 1945, 
the day it was bombed. Ordered to close 
the window blinds, Nagatomi could only 
peek at the devastation. Amid the chaos 
of the final days of the war, he resolved 
to rejoin his family in America as soon 
as he could. 

As Mrs. Nagatomi told me her 
husband’s story, her own wartime story 
began to emerge. Masumi Kimura (her 
maiden name) was 10 years old and living 
with her parents in Madera, California, 
when the Japanese planes attacked Pearl 
Harbor. More than sixty years later, she 
still vividly recalled the tension and fear 
that gripped her family and hometown 
that December day. Word had quickly 
spread that all the Buddhist priests at 
the nearby Fresno Buddhist Temple, a 
temple of the Jodo Shin tradition, had 
been arrested, and white teenagers had 
shot up the temple’s front door. The board 
president of the Madera Temple, also 
Jodo Shin, had also been apprehended 
by the FBI, a matter of great concern 
for Masumi’s father, who was a promi-
nent board member of the rural temple. 
Like many residents of the small farming 
community in California’s Central Valley, 
her parents were issei—first-generation 
Japanese Americans—and Buddhists. 

In the wake of Pearl Harbor, in 
a climate of growing suspicion and 
hostility toward Japanese Americans, 
Masumi’s father decided to take steps 
to prove the family’s loyalty to America. 
One day, Masumi was performing her 
daily chore of lighting the furnace next 
to their Japanese-style bathtub when 
her father entered the room. He was 

a m eri ca n s u t ra

Confronted with 
unthinkable hardships, 
Senzaki would have to 
draw upon the deepest 
currents of Buddhist 
thought in order to 
persist and endure.
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carrying items he had found throughout 
the house that had Japanese-language 
inscriptions or “Made in Japan” written 
on them. Among them were Masumi’s 
precious Hinamatsuri dolls. As tears 
rolled down her cheeks, she watched 
him throw the dolls and all 
the other Japanese artifacts 
into the fire.

Her father did not burn 
everything, however. He 
could not bring himself to 
destroy the bound edition 
of Buddhist sutras that had 
been handed down through 
generations of the family. 
Instead, he asked his wife 
to find boxes and some 
Japanese kimono cloth while he went 
outside and dug a hole behind their 
garage with a backhoe. After wrapping 
the Buddhist scriptures and the minutes 
of board meetings from the Madera 
Buddhist Temple in the kimono cloth, 
he placed them in tin rice-cracker boxes, 

carefully lowered them into the hole, 
and covered them with dirt. By burying 
them next to the garage, he hoped to be 
able to find and recover them at some 
later date. 

Shortly thereafter, in April 1942, 
the Kimuras were ordered to report 

to the Fresno Assembly 
Center, which had been set 
up at the local county fair-
grounds. They ended up 
having to sell their farm to 
their neighbors for less than 
one-twentieth of its market 
value, and, after depositing 
a single suitcase of their 
most valued remaining 
possessions at the Fresno 
Buddhist Temple for safe-

keeping, they arrived at the center, 
where they were quartered in a horse 
stable designated Barrack E-17-2. They 
were, however, more fortunate than the 
majority of Japanese Americans. Instead 
of being transferred to one of the more 
permanent WRA incarceration camps, 

the Kimuras were among the hand-
ful of families approved to join work 
programs east of the military zone, in 
Utah, where they worked as cheap farm 
labor for the duration of the war. 

After the war ended, the Kimura 
family returned to Madera in the hopes 
that they would be able to buy their farm 
back. But the new owners demanded 
a sum ten times greater than what the 
Kimuras had accepted for the farm three 
years earlier. They had also torn down 
the garage, making it impossible for the 
Kimuras to find the precious belong-
ings they had buried near it. Their single 
suitcase of valuables, which had been 
stored away for safekeeping, had been 
lost as well when vandals ransacked the 
Fresno Buddhist Temple during the war. 
Unable to raise the money to buy back 
the farm, the Kimuras went to live with 
relatives in Los Angeles. 

T H I S  S T O RY, T O LD  T O  M E  I N 
the gardens of my advisor’s widow in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts, has stayed 

a m eri ca n s u t ra
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with me over the years. Though just one 
among tens of thousands of stories of 
Japanese American Buddhist families 
during World War II, it encapsulates 
both the loss and the hope that made 
possible the birth of an American form 
of Buddhism. Though the Kimuras 
were willing to let go of their Japanese 
national identity by burning objects 
symbolically linked to Japan, the one 
thing they refused to erase was their 
Buddhist faith. Indeed, they ended up 
quite literally placing Buddhism into 
the soil of America for safekeeping. 
Like those of Senzaki and many others, 
their actions demonstrated their firm 
conviction that their adopted homeland 
would one day be a place where their 
faith could grow and flourish.

The Buddha taught that identity is 
neither permanent nor disconnected 
from the realities of other identities. From 
this vantage point, America is a nation 
that is always dynamically evolving—a 
nation of becoming, its composition 
and character constantly transformed 

by migrations from many corners of the 
world, its promise made manifest not by 
an assertion of a singular or supremacist 
racial and religious identity, but by the 
recognition of the interconnected reali-
ties of a complex of peoples, cultures, and 
religions that enrich everyone. 

The long-ignored stories of Japa-
nese American Buddhists attempting 
to build a free America—not a Chris-
tian nation, but one of religious free-
dom—do not contain final answers, but 
they do teach us something about the 
dynamics of becoming: what it means  
to become American—and Buddhist—
as part of an interconnected and dyna- 
mically shifting world. 

These stories, like Senzaki’s poem, 
constitute an American sutra. 

Thus have I heard.   

Duncan Ryuken Williams is a Soto 
Zen priest and Director of the Shinso  
Ito Center for Japanese Religions and  
Culture at the University of Southern 
California. 

Does your work as a scientist inform 
your outlook in areas of life that gener-
ally lie outside the domain of natural 
science: matters of meaning, values, 
and purpose—in other words, ques-
tions about how best to live? One of 
the things I love most about my work 
is meeting other people with the same 
level of curiosity that I have. I think 
this transcends the boundaries of my 
own personal research. A few weeks 
ago, I was invited to speak at the British 
Ecological Society’s Ecology Summer 
School, which is geared toward inner-
city low-income minority college 

meet yoshi maezumi
continued from page 55
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students. It was an honor and privilege 
to work with such intelligent, engaged, 
and conscious students. They recognize 
that the upcoming decades present 
increasing global challenges, including 
climate change, water and food short-
ages, overpopulation, deforestation, 
increasingly large-scale wildfire activ-
ity, and so forth. Despite this knowl-
edge, they are optimistic, enthusiastic, 
and want to make a difference in the 
world. It is my great privilege to teach 
and, I hope, inspire the next generation 
of scientists and global citizens. 

When teaching, I often refer to 
something one of my favorite authors, 
David Quammen, writes in his book 
The Song of the Dodo: “To despair of the 
entire situation is another reasonable 
alternative.  But the unsatisfactory thing 
about despair, in my view, is that besides 
being fruitless it’s far less exciting than 
hope, however slim.” This idea of hope 
and optimism influences all aspects of 
my life and shapes how I interact with 
my students and the world in general. 

As the daughter of a prominent Zen 
master, you, unlike almost all your 
father’s students, were born and raised 
in an environment in which Buddhism 
was just part of the atmosphere. How 
would you characterize your rela-
tionship with Buddhism?  My earli-
est memories are of living at the Zen 
Center of Los Angeles. I remember 
peering into the zendo when no one 
was there, the sound of temple bells, 
the smell of incense filling the air as the 
students prepared for early morning 
zazen. Our mom would meditate with 
us in her lap. When we grew older, we 
spent Sundays at the Yokoji Zen Moun-
tain Center for service and sitting. I did 
my first sesshin when I was 14 years old. 
I clearly recall how difficult it was for 
me, as a child, to be quiet and sit still. 
Well, things have not changed much. 
As I got older, and as a result of the car 
accident, I found zazen very painful 
and difficult for my body. As a dancer,  
I’ve found that so much of how I inter-
face with the world is through the 
physical body. I have always found that 

moving meditation practices, such as 
yoga, suit me better. 

While in college I took a second BA, 
in Religious Studies. In reading the texts 
of the major world religions, I was, and 
still am, struck by the commonality in 
the basic principles and moral teach-
ings among different belief systems: 
don’t kill, don’t cheat, don’t lie, be kind, 
live a good life, and so on. To me, there 
is more than one way to shine a penny; 
different teachings and practices suit 
some people and not others. As a scien-
tist, I am naturally more at home when 
religious views are not in a contentious 
relationship with science. 

To me, it does not really matter if 
you are sitting still or moving, as long as 
what you do helps bring calm and clar-
ity. Be kind and loving to yourself, be 
kind and loving to others—this practice 
is what I try to incorporate into my daily 
life. That said, I was born Zen and raised 
Zen; I consider my dad’s successors to  
be my aunts and uncles. Zen so infuses 
my worldview that it would be nonsen-
sical to say I am not a Zen Buddhist, 
even though I do not formally have a 

m ee t yo s h i m a e z u m i

 “As a scientist, I am 
naturally more at home 
when religious views 
are not in a contentious 
relationship with 
science.” 
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regular sangha or teacher.  
In my yoga practice, I try to find a 

balance where I can for a time leave 
my work and other stresses of life, 
step on my mat, and simply move 
and breathe and be present. As I am 
extremely passionate about my work, 
I find it very challenging not to bring 
work home with me: I think about 
science throughout my waking (and 
sleeping) hours. Meditation practice 
becomes crucial for balance. 

When you were growing up, did the 
rather unusual circumstance of having 
a Zen master dad present particular 
challenges for you? If so, how did you 
meet them? My father was away a lot, 
as much as nine months out of the year, 
so I really did not spend much time with 
him while I was growing up. When he 
came home, he often stayed in his study 
reading, meeting with his students, rest-
ing from jet lag, and so forth. He really 
did not have much time or energy left 
to be a dad. Many of his students knew 
him better than my siblings and I did. 
After he died, people would tell me 
stories about the life-changing experi-

ences they had had with him. At first, 
I could not help but feel envious, but 
as I’ve grown older, I have been able to 
develop wonderful relationships with 
many of his students. Through their 
stories and memories, I have been able 
to get to know him a little better and to 
see him through their love and appreci-
ation of him as a teacher. 

Growing up in a Zen household gave 
me the opportunity to be curious and ask  
questions about everything. I was never 
given very direct answers to my ques-
tions; rather, I was encouraged to explore 
and figure out answers on my own. 
Today, these qualities inform all aspects 
of my life, including my life as a scien-
tist. Buddhism instilled in me moral 
values based on a sense of ownership for 
my actions and responsibility for their 
consequences. This idea of cause and 
effect is often how I observe the natural 
world and make sense of things around 
me. Buddhism has taught me much 
about how to be a good person; science 
is my passion. I strive to meld these two 
aspects and live my life to the fullest. My 
father used to say, “Appreciate your life,” 
and that is precisely what I aim to do.  

“As I have progressed through my career, I 
have found that the more I learned, the more 
questions I had. And the questions kept getting 
more interesting and interconnected.”

Hiking to the Lago 
Ignacito field site 
in the Bolivian 
Amazon, 2016
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responsible institutional culture on 
end-of-life issues. Doctors at UW do 
not simply present patients with retail 
options, like items on a menu, and 
expect them to blindly pick.  Its doctors 
believe they have an obli-
gation to use their clinical 
experience to act in their 
patients’  best interests, 
and they are not afraid of 
making frank recommen-
dations against futile and 
painful end-of-life treat-
ments. When the meeting 
was over, the doctor told 

Anne that her brother “wanted to let 
nature take its course.” He would enroll 
in hospice. Anne drove him home.

John knew he was dying. He told 
Anne that he wanted to “feel every-
thing” about the process, even the pain. 
He took what she called “this Buddhist 
perspective that if he suffered he would 
wipe out his bad karma. I said, ‘Nah, 
that’s just bullshit. You’ve done nothing 
wrong. The idea that we’re sinners or 
have to suffer is ludicrous.’” She looked 
her brother in the eye. She knew she 
was going to be dispensing his medi-
cations when he no longer could, and 
she wasn’t going to let him suffer. She 

told him, ‘You’re not going 
to have a choice.’”

Anne said she “set an 
intention”: not to resist 
her brother’s dying, but to 
give him the most gentle 
death possible and to just 
let things unfold. On Janu-
ary 15, her birthday, she 
and John and a gaggle of 

other family members walked down 
to Pike Place Market to get a coffee 
and celebrate. John was barely able to 
walk: Anne kept close to him so that 
she could grab him if he fell. It was the 
last time he left the house.

The next morning, a Sunday, while 
Anne was sitting with John at his 
worktable, he looked out the window 
and asked her, “Do you think I’ll die 
today?” Anne said, “Well, Sundays are 
good days to die, but no, I don’t think 
it’s today.” It was the last fully coherent 
conversation she had with him.

HE SPENT MOST OF HIS LAST 
nine days in bed, as his kidneys 
failed and he grew increasingly 

confused. He didn’t seem afraid, but 
he was sometimes grumpy. He had 
increasing difficulty finding words 
and craved celery, which he called 
“the green thing.” He would ask Anne 
to take him to the bathroom, and 
then forget what he was supposed to 
do there. His daughter Keely took 

a g o o d en o u g h d e at h  
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From The Art of 
Dying Well: A 

Practical Guide to 
a Good End of Life, 
by Katy Butler © 
2019. Reprinted 
with permission 

of Scribner.
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a leave of absence from law school, 
and Anne did the same from her job 
at the hospital. Fellow artists, fellow 
chanters, former students to whom 
he’d taught karate, nephews, nieces, 
and sign-painting clients visited, and 
Anne would prop him up on pillows 
to greet them. 

Anne managed things, but with a 
light hand. She didn’t vet visitors, and 
they came at all hours. If she needed 
to change his sheets or turn him, she 
would ask whoever was there to help 
her, and show them how. That way, she 
knew that other people were capable of 
caring for him when she wasn’t there. 
“The ones that have the hardest time 
[with death] wring their hands and 
think they don’t know what to do,” she 
said. “But we do know what to do. Just 
think: If it were my body, what would 
I want? One of the worst things, when 
we’re grieving, is the sense that I didn’t 
do enough,” she said. “But if you get in 
and help, you won’t have that sense of 
helplessness.”

Each day John ate and spoke less 
and slept more, until he lost conscious-
ness and stopped speaking entirely. To 
keep him from developing bedsores, 
Anne would turn him from one side to 
the other every two hours, change his 
diaper if necessary, and clean him, with 
the help of whoever was in the room. 
He’d groan when she moved him, so 
about a half an hour beforehand, she’d 
crush morphine and Ativan pills, mix 
them with water as the hospice nurse 

had showed her, and drip them into 
John’s mouth.

One morning her distraught brother 
Steve accused her of “killing” John by 
giving him too much morphine—a 
common fear among relatives, who 
sometimes can’t bear to up the dose as 
pain gets worse. At that moment, the 
hospice nurse arrived by chance, and 
calmly and gently explained to Steve, 
“Your brother is dying, and this is what 
dying looks like.”

TIBETAN PRAYER TO BE SPOKEN BY THE DYING

Through your blessing, grace, and guidance, through the power of the light that 
streams from you:

May all negative results from my prior actions and history, may all destructive  
emotions, may all obscurations, and may all blockages be purified and removed,

May I know myself forgiven for all the harm I may have thought and done,
May I accomplish this profound practice and die a good and peaceful death,
And through the triumph of my death, may I be able to benefit all beings, 

living and dead.        
     —The Tibetan Book of the Dead



S P R I N G  2 0 1 9   |  T R I C Y C L ET R I C Y C L E   |  S P R I N G  2 0 1 91 0 6 T R I C Y C L E   |  S P R I N G  2 0 1 9 10 7S P R I N G  2 0 1 9   |  T R I C Y C L E

The death was communal. People 
flowed in and out, night and day, 
talking of what they loved about John 
and things that annoyed them, bringing 
food, flowers, candles, and photographs 
until John’s worktable looked like a 
crowded altar. Buddhists lit incense and 
chanted. Someone set up a phone tree, 
someone else made arrangements with a 
funeral home, and one of the Buddhists 
planned the memorial service.

Most of the organizing, however, 
fell to Anne. It may take a village to die 
well, but it also takes one strong person 
willing to take ownership—the human 
equivalent of the central pole holding up 
a circus tent. In the final two weeks, she 
was in almost superhuman motion. She 
leaned in, she said, “into an element of the 
universe that knows more than I know. I 
was making it up as I went along. People 
contributed and it became very rich.

“That’s not to say there weren’t times 
when it was phenomenally stressful. I 
was dealing with all the logistics, and 

with my own mixed emotions about my 
brother. I was flooded with memories of 
our very complicated relationship, and at 
the same time I knew my intention was 
that he be laid to rest in the most gentle 
way possible.”

Hospice was a quiet support in the 
background. Over the two years of his 
illness, John’s care had perfectly inte-
grated the medical and the practical, 

shifting seamlessly from prolonging his 
life and improving his functioning—
as thalidomide and the doctors at UW 
had done—to relieving his suffering 
and attending his dying, as the hospice 
nurses and those who loved him had 
done.

There were no demons under the bed 
or angels above the headboard. Nor were 
there beeping monitors and high-tech 
machines. His dying was labor-inten-
sive, as are most home deaths, and it was 
not without conflict.

A few days before he died, two 
siblings beseeched Anne to call a priest 
to give John last rites in the Catholic 
church. “It was a point of love for my 
siblings. They were concerned that John 
was going to burn in hell,” Anne said. 
“But John hated priests.” In tears, Anne 
called the Seattle church that handled 
such requests, and the priest, after a 
brief conversation, asked her to put her 
sister Dottie on the phone. Yes, Dottie 
acknowledged, John was a Buddhist. 
No, he hadn’t requested the sacra-

JEWISH PRAYER RECITED AT 
THE HIGH HOLIDAYS 

 
Only God knows who, in the fol-
lowing year, “shall perish by fire and 
who by water; who by sword, and 
who by beast; who by hunger and 
who by thirst.” A human being is “as 
the grass that withers, as the flower 
that fades, as a fleeting shadow, as 
a passing cloud, as the wind that 
blows, as the floating dust, yea, even 
as a dream that vanishes.”

a g o o d en o u g h d e at h
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ments. Yes, his children were adamantly 
opposed. No, the priest told her, under 
the circumstances he couldn’t come. It 
wasn’t John’s wish.

Ten days after the family’s last walk 
through Pike Place Market, the hospice 

nurse examined John early one morning 
and said, “He won’t be here tomorrow.” 
She was seeing incontrovertible physical 
signs: John’s lips and fingertips were blue 
and mottled. He hadn’t opened his eyes 
in days. His breathing was labored and 
irregular, but still oddly rhythmic, and 
he looked peaceful. The hospice nurse 

left. Anne, helped by John’s daughter 
Keely and his sister Dottie, washed and 
turned John and gave him his meds. 
Then they sat by his side. Anne had her 
hand on his lap.

“It was January in Seattle,” Anne 
said. “The sun was coming through the 

window and we could hear the market 
below beginning to wake up. We were 
just the three of us, talking and sharing 
our stories about him and the things we 
loved and didn’t love, the things that had 
pissed us off but now we laughed about. 
I can’t ever, in words, express the sweet-
ness of that moment.

“He just had this one-room apart-
ment with a little half-wall before the 
kitchen. I walked over to put water on to 
make coffee, and Keely said, ‘His breath-
ing’s changed.’”Anne stopped, ran over, 
sat on the bed, and lifted her brother 
to a sitting position. He was light. She 
held him close, and during his last three 
breaths she chanted Nam Myoho Renge 
Kyo, as her brother had always done, 
three times, whenever he left his house. 
“I was really almost mouth-to-mouth 
chanting, and he died in my arms,” she 
said. “We just held him, and then my 
sister Dottie said her prayers over him.”

Anne sat next to her brother and said, 
“John, I did well.”

“I know he would not have been able 
to orchestrate it any better than how it 
unfolded,” she said. 

“It was a profound experience for me. 
I realized what a good death could be.”  

Katy Butler is a longtime Buddhist jour-
nalist, the author of Knocking on Heaven’s 
 Door, and a Tricycle contributing editor.

He was light. She held him close, and during  
his last three breaths she chanted Nam Myoho  
Renge Kyo, as her brother had always done,  
three times, whenever he left his house.

a g o o d en o u g h d e at h
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Oh, how happy I am! My mind is firmly 
planted in the ground of Universal Vow 
(Amida’s workings) and my thoughts 
flow in the Inconceivable Dharma 
Ocean.

Phase Six: Swimming with 
Ease and Assurance
The sailor begins to swim again toward the 
island, but with one important difference. 
He now trusts the ocean as he would a caring 
and protecting loved one. He knows that 
whenever he becomes tired, he can let go, and 
the ocean will support him just as he is. 

Continuing to swim with ease 
and assurance symbolizes living a life 
rooted in shinjin. As the sailor now 
feels safe in the arms of the embracing 
sea, he finds more room in his heart 
to make use of his nautical knowledge. 
He studies the positions of the stars 
and the moon and the direction of the 
wind. He then determines with greater 
certainty the location of the island and 
swims confidently and energetically 
toward it. Furthermore, because he is 
less caught up with concern for his own 
survival, he is better able to look around 
him for his sailor buddies. Now, with 
greater room in his heart, he desires to 
help by sharing with them his experi-
ence of letting go. 

In 1207, Honen and some of his 
disciples, including Shinran, were 
exiled from the capital city of Kyoto 
by the emperor, mainly in response to 
the charges of the monastic establish-
ment of the time. They claimed that 
Honen’s emphasis on the single prac-
tice of nembutsu (recitation of Amida’s 

name, “Namo Amida Butsu”) appeared 
to them to ignore or deny the useful-
ness of essential aspects of Mahayana 
Buddhism, such as the generating of 
the aspiration for awakening (bodhi-
citta). They also charged that because 
Honen taught that all were equally 
embraced by Amida’s compassion, 
the categorical difference between 
monk and layperson was undermined. 
Following exile and being defrocked, 
Shinran led a life of naturalness and 
ordinariness, which included getting 

to t h e p u re la n d a n d b ac k 
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With greater room in 
his heart, the sailor 
desires to help his 
buddies by sharing with 
them his experience of 
letting go.
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to Kyoto. All this time, and until his 
death at ninety, he devoted himself 
to the propagation and practice of his 
Pure Land teaching. He taught those 
of high and low status, rich and poor, 
priests and laypersons, those educated 
and those not. He taught those who 

were generally considered unfit for 
Buddhist practice, including women, 
fishermen, samurai, and even criminals. 
For Shinran, no one was beyond the 
reach of Amida’s workings. 

 Phase Seven: Liberation
Upon reaching the island, the sailor now 

takes out a small boat and sets out to locate 
and help the others who fell overboard.
 

Reaching the island symbolizes the 
attainment of full awakening—that 
is, buddhahood—or birth in the Pure 
Land at the end of life. Actually, for 
Shinran, the two are virtually the same, 
because he taught that when a person of 
shinjin dies, he or she is born in the Pure 
Land and immediately attains buddha-
hood. This teaching that one does not 
spend time in the Pure Land cultivating 
one’s practice toward full awakening is 
a radical departure from the teachings 
of earlier Pure Land teachings in India 
and China. What was key for Shinran 
was the realization of shinjin awakening 
in this life. But the path does not end 
there. With the attainment of complete 
awakening, in keeping with Mahayana 
cosmology and the bodhisattva spirit of 
benefiting all beings, one returns freely 
to the unenlightened realms to assist in 
the ongoing effort to liberate others.

Shinran does not discuss the exact 

married and having children.
At the same time, he continued 

to practice and teach others with the 
dedication of a monk, which led him to 
describe himself as “neither monk nor 
layman” (hiso hizoku). In my view, Shin-

ran’s life of naturalness transcended 
and encompassed both those cate-
gories. Even when he was pardoned 
and allowed to return to the familiar-
ity and comfort of Kyoto, he headed 
to a region north of Tokyo, a hinter-
land with far less Buddhist presence. 
After some twenty years, he returned 

to t h e p u re la n d a n d b ac k

I imagine returning as a caring first-grade teacher, 
a bird with melodious chirps, an enlightened 
politician, a soothing breeze, dedicated in each 
birth to assisting others in awakening.
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Begin a meditation practice, or 
reinvigorate an existing one.

MEDITATION MONTH

JOIN US AT TRICYCLE.ORG/MM2019

WITH MARTINE BATCHELOR
International meditation teacher, 
author, and former Korean Zen 
Buddhist nun

WHAT’S INCLUDED

Four guided meditation videos 
plus a live call and Q&A
Daily practice-related articles
Weekly newsletter
Community discussion forums

FREE! STARTS MARCH 1



S P R I N G  2 0 1 9   |  T R I C Y C L ET R I C Y C L E   |  S P R I N G  2 0 1 91 1 2 T R I C Y C L E   |  S P R I N G  2 0 1 9

ner in which one returns, so I, as a Shin 
Buddhist, can take the liberty to imagine  
all the possible forms I would like to take.  
After all, as Buddhas we are endowed 
with any and all skillful means! I imag-
ine returning as a caring first-grade 
teacher, a bird with melodious chirps, an  
enlightened politician, a soothing breeze,  
and a Buddhist nun, dedicated in each 
birth to contributing in some small ways  
to assisting others in awakening. 

In closing, it is my earnest hope that 
my Zen dharma sister mentioned at 
the beginning may read this essay and 
change her mind, agreeing that Shin 
Buddhists are not Christian Buddhists 
after all; I then will exclaim with joy, 
“Oh my God, that’s great!”  

Kenneth Tanaka is a Jodo Shin Buddhist 
priest and professor emeritus of Buddhist 
Studies at Musashino University in Tokyo,  
Japan. He is also the former president of  
the International Association of Shin 
Buddhist Studies. 

side. He encountered a practitioner of  
shakubuku, the word we use when someone 
shares the practice with you. I think he was 
trying to ask her out on a date, and she said, 
“I’ll go out with you, but you’ve got to come 
to this Buddhist meeting with me first.” 
He went and said he heard some things 
that were amazing that he shared with his 
four sisters. So, adding up them and their 
kids and so on, it comes to about 20 people.

Do you see any other connections 
between your Buddhist practice and this 
work? Regular discussion meetings are a 
part of SGI, so I’m very used to commu-

to lera b ly b lac k 
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nicating with people from all walks of life. 
I grew up with all kinds of people coming 
to my house and chanting and so on. It’s 
something that I bring to the project: the 
idea that no matter what color you are, you 
can be a friend.

There is also an immense respect for 
history and legacy in our Buddhist practice. 
We are constantly studying and sharing 
a lot about the three founding presidents 
and what they endured. I don’t see perse-
cution as a hindrance. I think that’s what 
might be the biggest disconnect for people 
when they look at the project. Like, “This 
is horrible. How could you show this to us 
and make us look at it?” Whereas in our 
Buddhist practice it’s that you go through 
things that are difficult to endure, and 
that’s the winning, sometimes. There is 
a feeling of perseverance, to keep push-
ing forward. “Never give up” is one of our 
mantras. I think that would be the one 
connection that I see, not only in the way 
that I’ve had to never give up in terms of 
presenting my work, but also the fact that 
my ancestors didn’t give up, either.  

to t h e p u re la n d a n d b ac k

  

—TA R A B R AC H ,  best se l l ing author
of Ra d ica l  Acce pta nce

     “ Haemin Sunim is  the real  deal .  .  .  . 
 Keep th is book close by— it wi l l  awaken

     wisdom and deepen your love of l i fe .”

T h e  # 1  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  B e s t s e l l e r

H a e m i n S u n i m .co m

— S U SA N CA I N , 
N ew Yo rk T i m e s  best se l l ing 
author of Q uiet

“The world could 
surely use a 
l i t t le more love, 
compassion ,  and 
wisdom . .  .  .  Sunim 
shows us how 
to cult ivate a l l 
three.”
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D H A R M A
D I R E C T O R Y

The

NORTHEAST
• American Buddhist  

Shim Gum Do Association
203 Chestnut Hill Ave.
Brighton (Boston), MA 02135
(617) 787-1506 
info@shimgumdo.org 
www.shimgumdo.org
Shim Gum Do Founding Master;  
Great Zen Master Chang Sik Kim.  
Zen meditation, martial arts - classes  
& residential.

• Barre Center for  
Buddhist Studies
149 Lockwood Rd
Barre, MA 01005
(978) 355- 2347 
contact@buddhistinquiry.org  
www.buddhistinquiry.org
Multi-traditional Buddhist study &
practice. Residential and online.

• Bodhi Path Martha’s Vineyard
West Tisbury, MA
marthasvineyard@bodhipath.org
www.bodhipath.org
Other location at Bodhi Path  
New York City. 14th Shamar Rinpoche, 
Spiritual Founder.  
Main practice Meditation/Mind 
Training-Lojong.

• The Boston Center for  
Contemplative Practice
796 Beacon Street 
Newton, MA 02459
(617) 435-6641 
info@thebccp.com; www.thebccp.com
Director - Noel Coakley.
Multiple paths and teachers, Rime.

• Boundless Way Zen
Throughout New England
www.boundlesswayzen.org
Shikantaza, Koan practice,
Dokusan & Sesshins.

Learn more about Buddhist practice and locate  centers in your area.

• Cambridge Insight Meditation Center
331 Broadway, Cambridge, MA 02139 
(617) 441-9038 
office@cambridgeinsight.org
www.cambridgeinsight.org 
Guiding Teachers: Larry Rosenberg, 
Narayan Liebenson. Non-residential 
Vipassana retreats, workshops, classes.

• Cambridge Zen Center
199 Auburn Street 
Cambridge, MA 02139
(617) 576-3229 
director@cambridgezen.org
http://cambridgezen.org
Zen Master Bon Yeon. Daily practice, 
monthly retreats, millennial zen group, 
workshops.

• Copper Beech Institute
303 Tunxis Road 
West Hartford, CT 06107
(860) 760-9750
info@copperbeechinstitute.org
www.copperbeechinstitute.org
Brandon Nappi. Mindfulness & 
contemplative practice, retreats, courses, 
workshops, meditation groups.

• Insight Meditation Center of  
Newburyport
443 Middle Street
West Newbury, MA 01985
(978) 499-0325
Meditate@IMCNewburyport.org
www.IMCNewburyport.org
Matthew Daniell. Classes, retreats, 
workshops, community-led groups, 
weekly sittings, quarterly residential 
weekend retreats.

• Insight Meditation Society— 
The Forest Refuge
1230 Pleasant Street, Barre, MA 01005 
(978) 355-2063 
fr@dharma.org; www.dharma.org 
Personal retreats for experienced 
meditators.

• Insight Meditation Society— 
 The Retreat Center
1230 Pleasant Street, Barre, MA 01005
(978) 355-4378
rc@dharma.org; www.dharma.org
Insight and lovingkindness meditation 
retreats.

• Wonderwell Mountain Refuge
253 Philbrick Hill Road
Springfield, NH 03284
(603) 763-0204 
info@wonderwellrefuge.org
www.wonderwellrefuge.org
Lama Willa Miller. 
Buddhist meditation and retreat center

MIDDLE ATLANTIC
• Bodhi Path Retreat Center

12 Bodhi Path 
Natural Bridge, VA 24578
(540) 464-5117 
naturalbridge@bodhipath.org
www.bodhipath.org
14th Shamar Rinpoche, Spiritual 
Founder.
Main practice Meditation/Mind  
Training-Lojong.

• Bodhi Path  
Washington D.C. Metro Area
Rockville, MD
dcmetro@bodhipath.org; www.bodhipath.org
Other locations at Bodhi Path 
Philadelphia, PA & Natural Bridge, VA. 
14th Shamar Rinpoche, Spiritual 
Founder. Main practice Meditation/Mind 
Training-Lojong.

• Cold Mountain Sangha
1322 Martine Avenue 
Plainfield, NJ 07060
(908) 668-4413
coldmountainsangha@gmail.com
www.coldmountainzen.org
Kankan Kurt Spellmeyer.
Rinzai/Obaku Zen.
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• Gampopa Center
918 Chesapeake Ave, Ste 3, 2nd Fl.
Annapolis, MD 21403
(410) 533-1411
info@gampopacenter.com
www.GampopaCenter.com
Lama Phurbu Tashi Rinpoche. Traditional 
dharma practice & teachings.

• Heart Circle Sangha
451 Hillcrest Rd, Ridgewood, NJ 07450
(877) 442-7936 
joanhoeberichts@gmail.com
www.heartcirclesangha.org 
Joan Hogetsu Hoeberichts, Roshi.
Zazen, retreats, koans, 
workshops, precepts.

• Insight Meditation  
Community of Washington
PO Box 3 
Cabin John, MD 20818
(202) 986-2922
meditate@imcw.org 
www.imcw.org
Tara Brach. Vipassana or Buddhist  
Insight meditation.

• Philadelphia Meditation Center
8 East Eagle Road
Havertown, PA 19083
(610) 853-8200 
PhlMedCtr@aol.com 
www.philadelphiameditation.org 
George Heckert. Buddhayana.

• Soji Zen Center
2325 W. Marshall Road
Lansdowne, PA 19050
(917) 856-5659 
info@sojizencenter.com
www.sojizencenter.com 
Abbot Jules Shuzen Harris Sensei.
Zen practice, retreats, workshops, yoga.

• Tibetan Buddhist Learning Center, 
Labsum Shedrub Ling
93 Angen Rd. 
Washington, NJ 07882
(908) 689-6080 
info@labsum.org 
www.labsum.org
Joshua W.C. Cutler, Diana Cutler, 
Directors & Primary Teachers.
A balance of study & meditation.

• Zen Garland NY-NJ
Ramsey, NJ 07446
(845) 246-2913
zengarlandnynj@gmail.com
www.zengarland.org/about-us/contact-us 
Sensei Cathleen Kanno Dowd.
Zazen, dokusan, focusing, community 
service. Interim location

NEW YORK
• Community Meditation Center

Upper West Side Manhattan,  
New York, NY 10024-3665
(212) 787-7272 
cmcnewyork1@gmail.com
www.cmcnewyork.org
Allan Lokos, Guiding Teacher.
Insight Meditation (Vipassana).

• Dai Bosatsu Zendo Kongo-ji
223 Beecher Lake Road 
Livingston Manor, NY 12758 
(845) 439-4566 
office@daibosatsu.org 
www.zenstudies.org
Shinge Sherry Chayat Roshi, Abbot.
Residency, monastic & lay training, 
sesshin, teisho, dokusan; Zen intro; yoga 
& wellness; Zen ecology; family events. 
Retreat cabin. 

• Gadenpa Buddhist Center
38-30 29th Street
Long Island City, NY 11101
(212) 226-1692
gadenpabuddhistcenter@ymail.com
www.gadenpa.org
Ven. Achok Rinpoche. Follows the 
tradition of Je Tsonkhapa. All are 
welcome.

• Garrison Institute
14 Mary’s Way 
Route 9D, Garrison, NY 10524
(845) 424-4800 
info@garrisoninstitute.org
www.garrisoninstitute.org
Contemplative retreats with 
distinguished teachers.

• New York Insight Meditation Center
28 West 27th St., 10th Floor
New York, NY 10001
(212) 213-4802 
info@nyimc.org; www.nyimc.org
Where hearts and minds awaken. 
Vipassana. Theravada. Daily insight 
meditation, drop-ins, courses, retreats.

• New York Zen Center for 
Contemplative Care
119 West 23rd Street #401
New York, NY 10011
(212) 677-1087
info@zencare.org; www.zencare.org
Sensei Koshin Paley Ellison & Sensei Robert 
Chodo Campbell, Guiding Teachers. Soto 
Zen practice, direct care, contemplative 
education & accredited chaplaincy training.

• New York Zendo Shobo-ji
223 East 67th Street 
New York, NY 10065 
(212) 861-3333 
office@newyorkzendo.org
www.zenstudies.org
Shinge Sherry Chayat Roshi, Abbot.
Daily zazen, zazenkai, Zen intro, sesshin, 
Dharma talks & interviews.

• Open-Hearted Awareness Institute
41 Union Square West, Suite 835
New York, NY 10003
www.effortlessmindfulness.org 
Loch Kelly. Effortless mindfulness, 
non-dual &compassion meditation, 
retreats & awakening training program. 

• Ordinary Mind Zendo
107 West 74th Street, Apartment BR
New York, NY 10023
(212) 729-4836
christopher.james.hawkins@gmail.com
www.ordinarymind.com
Barry Magid. American Zen Buddhism.

 
• Dharma Drum Retreat Center 

(DDRC)
184 Quannacut Rd.  
Pine Bush, NY 12566
(845) 744-8114 
ddrc@dharmadrumretreat.org
www.dharmadrumretreat.org
Lineage of Master Sheng Yen. 
Chan Buddhism, year-round retreats, 
weekly activities. 

• Empty Hand Zen Center
45 Lawton St., New Rochelle, NY 10801 
(914) 636-1405 
emptyhand@yahoo.com 
http://emptyhand.org
Rev. Robert Kaku Gunn, Hoshi, Guiding 
Teacher. Sitting, dharma talks, classes, 
retreats, meditation instruction  
for beginners.
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• Rochester Zen Center
7 Arnold Park 
Rochester NY 14607
(585) 473-9180 
info@rzc.org 
www.rzc.org
Roshi Bodhin Kjolhede, Abbot &  
Dharma successor of Roshi Philip 
Kapleau. 
Daily zazen, residential training, sesshin.

• The Shinnyo Center for Meditation  
and Well-Being, Inc.
19 West 36th St.
New York, NY 10018
(212) 868-9838 
info@shinnyocenternyc.org 
www.shinnyocenternyc.org 
Guided meditation, wellness workshops,
lecture series, community service, & 
information on Shinnyo Buddhism.

• Tendai Buddhist Institute
1525 State Route 295
East Chatham, NY 12060
(518) 392-7963 
www.tendai.org
Head Temple of Japanese Tendai in  
North America. Abbot Monshin Naamon.
Weekly sangha & meditation services,
Buddhist classes, studies and retreats.
 

• Village Zendo
588 Broadway, Ste. 1108 
New York, NY 10012 
(212) 340-4656 
info@villagezendo.org 
www.villagezendo.org
Roshi Enkyo O’Hara, Abbot.
Diverse community; authentic teachings.
Retreats, workshops, talks & daily Zazen.

• Won Buddhism of Manhattan
431 East 57th St. 
New York, NY 10022
(212) 750-2773 
nyc@wonbuddhism.org
www.wonbuddhismnyc.org
Dharma practice for wisdom 
and compassion.

• Yorktown Zen
1698 Strawberry Road
Mohegan Lake, NY 10547
yorktownzen@gmail.com 
www.yorktownzen.org
Paul Tesshin Silverman.
Authentic Rinzai/Soto Zen

• Zen Center of New York City
500 State Street 
Brooklyn, NY 11217
(718) 875-8229 
zcnyc@mro.org; zcnyc.mro.org

Practice led by guiding teachers.
Residency, daily zazen, retreats, 
intensives.

• Zen Center of Syracuse
266 W. Seneca Turnpike  
Syracuse, NY 13207
(315) 492-9773 
admin@hoenji.org
www.zencenterofsyracuse.org
Shinge Sherry Chayat Roshi, Abbot. 
 Zazen, teisho, dokusan, residency.  
Dharma study.

• Zen Mountain Monastery
871 Plank Rd.
PO Box 197, Mt. Tremper, NY 12457
(845) 688-2228 
registrar@mro.org
zmm.mro.org 
Geoffrey Shugen Arnold Roshi, Abbot. 
Retreats, intensives, residency.

SOUTHEAST
• Anattasati Magga

32 Mineral Dust Dr.  
Asheville, NC 28806
(828) 367-7718
info@anattasatimagga.org
www.anattasatimagga.org
Sujata Yasa (Nancy Spence). Soto Zen.
Weekly meditations & services; Daily 
recitations w/mala. Urban Retreats.

• Bodhi Path Miami 
Miami, FL (305) 791-2158
miami@bodhipath.org 
www.bodhipath.org
14th Shamar Rinpoche,  
Spiritual Founder.  
Main practice Meditation/Mind  
Training-Lojong.

• Chapel Hill Zen Center
5322 NC Highway 86 
Chapel Hill, NC 27514
(919) 967-0861 
info@chzc.org; www.chzc.org  
Josho Pat Phelan, Abbess.
Daily Zazen Shunryu Suzuki lineage.

• Well Being Conference Center
376 Well Being Circle
Tazewell, TN 37879
(423) 626-900 
Patty@WellBeingCC.org
www.WellBeingRetreatCenter.org
Various Teachers. 
Non-dual residency and retreats.

• Windhorse Zen Community
580 Panther Branch Rd. 
Alexander, NC 28701

(828) 645-8001
windhorse@windhorsezen.org 
www.windhorsezen.org
Co-abbots: Sunya Kjolhede,  
Lawson Sachter. 
Dharma heirs of Roshi Philip Kapleau; 
sesshin, accredited Zentensives, 
residential training.

MIDWEST
• Ancient Dragon Zen Gate

1922 W. Irving Park Road
Chicago, IL 60613  
(773) 899-3841 
info@ancientdragon.org 
www.ancientdragon.org
Taigen Dan Leighton.  
Soto Zen practice in Chicago.

• Blue Lotus Buddhist Temple &  
Meditation Center 
221 Dean Street 
Woodstock, IL 60098
(815) 337-7378 
office@bluelotustemple.org
www.bluelotustemple.org 
Bhante Sujatha.
Theravadin, but all traditions welcome.

• Bodhi Path Chicago
4043 N. Ravenswood Suite #219
Chicago, IL
(773) 234-8648
chicago@bodhipath.org 
www.bodhipath.org
14th Shamar Rinpoche,  
Spiritual Founder.
Main practice Meditation/Mind  
Training-Lojong.

• Buddhist Temple of Toledo 
6537 Angola Road 
Holland, OH 43528
(567) 297-0108
info@buddhisttempleoftoledo.org
www.buddhisttempleoftoledo.org
Jay Rinsen Weik, Abbot. Soto Zen 
w/Harada-Yasutani koan introspection.

• Dhamma Sukha Meditation Center
8218 County Road 204
Annapolis, MO 63620
info@dhammasukha.org
www.dhammasukha.org
Bhante Vimalaramsi. 
Metta & Brahma Vihara practice.

• Great Wind Zendo
52 West Broadway Street
Danville, IN 46122
greatwindzen@gmail.com
www.greatwindzendo.org
A place for zen meditation.
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• Gampopa Center
918 Chesapeake Ave, Ste 3, 2nd Fl.
Annapolis, MD 21403
(410) 533-1411
info@gampopacenter.com
www.GampopaCenter.com
Lama Phurbu Tashi Rinpoche. Traditional 
dharma practice & teachings.

• Heart Circle Sangha
451 Hillcrest Rd, Ridgewood, NJ 07450
(877) 442-7936 
joanhoeberichts@gmail.com
www.heartcirclesangha.org 
Joan Hogetsu Hoeberichts, Roshi.
Zazen, retreats, koans, 
workshops, precepts.

• Insight Meditation  
Community of Washington
PO Box 3 
Cabin John, MD 20818
(202) 986-2922
meditate@imcw.org 
www.imcw.org
Tara Brach. Vipassana or Buddhist  
Insight meditation.

• Philadelphia Meditation Center
8 East Eagle Road
Havertown, PA 19083
(610) 853-8200 
PhlMedCtr@aol.com 
www.philadelphiameditation.org 
George Heckert. Buddhayana.

• Soji Zen Center
2325 W. Marshall Road
Lansdowne, PA 19050
(917) 856-5659 
info@sojizencenter.com
www.sojizencenter.com 
Abbot Jules Shuzen Harris Sensei.
Zen practice, retreats, workshops, yoga.

• Tibetan Buddhist Learning Center, 
Labsum Shedrub Ling
93 Angen Rd. 
Washington, NJ 07882
(908) 689-6080 
info@labsum.org 
www.labsum.org
Joshua W.C. Cutler, Diana Cutler, 
Directors & Primary Teachers.
A balance of study & meditation.

• Zen Garland NY-NJ
Ramsey, NJ 07446
(845) 246-2913
zengarlandnynj@gmail.com
www.zengarland.org/about-us/contact-us 
Sensei Cathleen Kanno Dowd.
Zazen, dokusan, focusing, community 
service. Interim location

NEW YORK
• Community Meditation Center

Upper West Side Manhattan,  
New York, NY 10024-3665
(212) 787-7272 
cmcnewyork1@gmail.com
www.cmcnewyork.org
Allan Lokos, Guiding Teacher.
Insight Meditation (Vipassana).

• Dai Bosatsu Zendo Kongo-ji
223 Beecher Lake Road 
Livingston Manor, NY 12758 
(845) 439-4566 
office@daibosatsu.org 
www.zenstudies.org
Shinge Sherry Chayat Roshi, Abbot.
Residency, monastic & lay training, 
sesshin, teisho, dokusan; Zen intro; yoga 
& wellness; Zen ecology; family events. 
Retreat cabin. 

• Gadenpa Buddhist Center
38-30 29th Street
Long Island City, NY 11101
(212) 226-1692
gadenpabuddhistcenter@ymail.com
www.gadenpa.org
Ven. Achok Rinpoche. Follows the 
tradition of Je Tsonkhapa. All are 
welcome.

• Garrison Institute
14 Mary’s Way 
Route 9D, Garrison, NY 10524
(845) 424-4800 
info@garrisoninstitute.org
www.garrisoninstitute.org
Contemplative retreats with 
distinguished teachers.

• New York Insight Meditation Center
28 West 27th St., 10th Floor
New York, NY 10001
(212) 213-4802 
info@nyimc.org; www.nyimc.org
Where hearts and minds awaken. 
Vipassana. Theravada. Daily insight 
meditation, drop-ins, courses, retreats.

• New York Zen Center for 
Contemplative Care
119 West 23rd Street #401
New York, NY 10011
(212) 677-1087
info@zencare.org; www.zencare.org
Sensei Koshin Paley Ellison & Sensei Robert 
Chodo Campbell, Guiding Teachers. Soto 
Zen practice, direct care, contemplative 
education & accredited chaplaincy training.

• New York Zendo Shobo-ji
223 East 67th Street 
New York, NY 10065 
(212) 861-3333 
office@newyorkzendo.org
www.zenstudies.org
Shinge Sherry Chayat Roshi, Abbot.
Daily zazen, zazenkai, Zen intro, sesshin, 
Dharma talks & interviews.

• Open-Hearted Awareness Institute
41 Union Square West, Suite 835
New York, NY 10003
www.effortlessmindfulness.org 
Loch Kelly. Effortless mindfulness, 
non-dual &compassion meditation, 
retreats & awakening training program. 

• Ordinary Mind Zendo
107 West 74th Street, Apartment BR
New York, NY 10023
(212) 729-4836
christopher.james.hawkins@gmail.com
www.ordinarymind.com
Barry Magid. American Zen Buddhism.

 
• Dharma Drum Retreat Center 

(DDRC)
184 Quannacut Rd.  
Pine Bush, NY 12566
(845) 744-8114 
ddrc@dharmadrumretreat.org
www.dharmadrumretreat.org
Lineage of Master Sheng Yen. 
Chan Buddhism, year-round retreats, 
weekly activities. 

• Empty Hand Zen Center
45 Lawton St., New Rochelle, NY 10801 
(914) 636-1405 
emptyhand@yahoo.com 
http://emptyhand.org
Rev. Robert Kaku Gunn, Hoshi, Guiding 
Teacher. Sitting, dharma talks, classes, 
retreats, meditation instruction  
for beginners.
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• Rochester Zen Center
7 Arnold Park 
Rochester NY 14607
(585) 473-9180 
info@rzc.org 
www.rzc.org
Roshi Bodhin Kjolhede, Abbot &  
Dharma successor of Roshi Philip 
Kapleau. 
Daily zazen, residential training, sesshin.

• The Shinnyo Center for Meditation  
and Well-Being, Inc.
19 West 36th St.
New York, NY 10018
(212) 868-9838 
info@shinnyocenternyc.org 
www.shinnyocenternyc.org 
Guided meditation, wellness workshops,
lecture series, community service, & 
information on Shinnyo Buddhism.

• Tendai Buddhist Institute
1525 State Route 295
East Chatham, NY 12060
(518) 392-7963 
www.tendai.org
Head Temple of Japanese Tendai in  
North America. Abbot Monshin Naamon.
Weekly sangha & meditation services,
Buddhist classes, studies and retreats.
 

• Village Zendo
588 Broadway, Ste. 1108 
New York, NY 10012 
(212) 340-4656 
info@villagezendo.org 
www.villagezendo.org
Roshi Enkyo O’Hara, Abbot.
Diverse community; authentic teachings.
Retreats, workshops, talks & daily Zazen.

• Won Buddhism of Manhattan
431 East 57th St. 
New York, NY 10022
(212) 750-2773 
nyc@wonbuddhism.org
www.wonbuddhismnyc.org
Dharma practice for wisdom 
and compassion.

• Yorktown Zen
1698 Strawberry Road
Mohegan Lake, NY 10547
yorktownzen@gmail.com 
www.yorktownzen.org
Paul Tesshin Silverman.
Authentic Rinzai/Soto Zen

• Zen Center of New York City
500 State Street 
Brooklyn, NY 11217
(718) 875-8229 
zcnyc@mro.org; zcnyc.mro.org

Practice led by guiding teachers.
Residency, daily zazen, retreats, 
intensives.

• Zen Center of Syracuse
266 W. Seneca Turnpike  
Syracuse, NY 13207
(315) 492-9773 
admin@hoenji.org
www.zencenterofsyracuse.org
Shinge Sherry Chayat Roshi, Abbot. 
 Zazen, teisho, dokusan, residency.  
Dharma study.

• Zen Mountain Monastery
871 Plank Rd.
PO Box 197, Mt. Tremper, NY 12457
(845) 688-2228 
registrar@mro.org
zmm.mro.org 
Geoffrey Shugen Arnold Roshi, Abbot. 
Retreats, intensives, residency.

SOUTHEAST
• Anattasati Magga

32 Mineral Dust Dr.  
Asheville, NC 28806
(828) 367-7718
info@anattasatimagga.org
www.anattasatimagga.org
Sujata Yasa (Nancy Spence). Soto Zen.
Weekly meditations & services; Daily 
recitations w/mala. Urban Retreats.

• Bodhi Path Miami 
Miami, FL (305) 791-2158
miami@bodhipath.org 
www.bodhipath.org
14th Shamar Rinpoche,  
Spiritual Founder.  
Main practice Meditation/Mind  
Training-Lojong.

• Chapel Hill Zen Center
5322 NC Highway 86 
Chapel Hill, NC 27514
(919) 967-0861 
info@chzc.org; www.chzc.org  
Josho Pat Phelan, Abbess.
Daily Zazen Shunryu Suzuki lineage.

• Well Being Conference Center
376 Well Being Circle
Tazewell, TN 37879
(423) 626-900 
Patty@WellBeingCC.org
www.WellBeingRetreatCenter.org
Various Teachers. 
Non-dual residency and retreats.

• Windhorse Zen Community
580 Panther Branch Rd. 
Alexander, NC 28701

(828) 645-8001
windhorse@windhorsezen.org 
www.windhorsezen.org
Co-abbots: Sunya Kjolhede,  
Lawson Sachter. 
Dharma heirs of Roshi Philip Kapleau; 
sesshin, accredited Zentensives, 
residential training.

MIDWEST
• Ancient Dragon Zen Gate

1922 W. Irving Park Road
Chicago, IL 60613  
(773) 899-3841 
info@ancientdragon.org 
www.ancientdragon.org
Taigen Dan Leighton.  
Soto Zen practice in Chicago.

• Blue Lotus Buddhist Temple &  
Meditation Center 
221 Dean Street 
Woodstock, IL 60098
(815) 337-7378 
office@bluelotustemple.org
www.bluelotustemple.org 
Bhante Sujatha.
Theravadin, but all traditions welcome.

• Bodhi Path Chicago
4043 N. Ravenswood Suite #219
Chicago, IL
(773) 234-8648
chicago@bodhipath.org 
www.bodhipath.org
14th Shamar Rinpoche,  
Spiritual Founder.
Main practice Meditation/Mind  
Training-Lojong.

• Buddhist Temple of Toledo 
6537 Angola Road 
Holland, OH 43528
(567) 297-0108
info@buddhisttempleoftoledo.org
www.buddhisttempleoftoledo.org
Jay Rinsen Weik, Abbot. Soto Zen 
w/Harada-Yasutani koan introspection.

• Dhamma Sukha Meditation Center
8218 County Road 204
Annapolis, MO 63620
info@dhammasukha.org
www.dhammasukha.org
Bhante Vimalaramsi. 
Metta & Brahma Vihara practice.

• Great Wind Zendo
52 West Broadway Street
Danville, IN 46122
greatwindzen@gmail.com
www.greatwindzendo.org
A place for zen meditation.
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• JissoJi Zen Ann Arbor
2711 Carpenter Rd
Ann Arbor, MI 48108
(248) 202-3102 
jissojizen@gmail.com 
www.jissojizen.org
Taikodo Marta Dabis.
Soto Zen - Suzuki/Katagiri lineage.

• Rime Buddhist Center
700 West Pennway
Kansas City, MO 64108
(816) 701-7073 
info@rimecenter.org
www.rimecenter.org
Lama Matt Rice.  
Meditation: Monday, Tuesday,  
Wednesday, Thursday, 7pm. 
Sundays: Service/Practice, 10:30am

• Rooted in Mindfulness
4040 N. Calhoun Rd.
Brookfield, WI 53005
Support@rootedinmindfulness.org
www.rootedinmindfulness.org
Jesse Foy. Greater Milwaukee 
insight meditation community.

• Udumbara Zen Sangha –  
Evanston
1330 Ridge Ave 
Evanston, IL 60201
(847) 475-3264 
udumbara@udumara.org
www.udumbara.org
Sensei Tricia Teater.  
Regular zazen practice & study  
schedule; Bodhisattva, chaplaincy,  
priest training/ordination.

• Zen Life & Meditation Center,  
Chicago
38 Lake St. 
Oak Park, IL 60302 
(708) 689-1220 
info@zlmc.org 
http://zlmc.org 
Roshi Robert Joshin Althouse.  
Zen meditation, classes,  
retreats, workshops.

SOUTHWEST
• Dawn Mountain

2010 Naomi Street, Suite A
Houston, TX 77054
(713) 630-0354 
info@dawnmountain.org 
www.dawnmountain.org
Lamas Rigzin Drolma  
(Anne C. Klein, Phd) 
& Namgyal Dorje (Harvey B. Aronson, 
Phd). Dzogchen cycles, Longchen 
Nyingthig, family programs.

• The Mountain Hermitage
PO Box 807 
Ranchos de Taos, NM 87557
(575) 758-0633
hermitage@mountainhermitage.org
www.mountainhermitage.org
Marcia Rose, Guiding Teacher & visiting 
teachers. Vipassana, concentration, 
Brahma Viharas & creativity.

• Upaya Zen Center
1404 Cerro Gordo Road;  
Santa Fe, NM 87501
(505) 986-8518 
upaya@upaya.org; www.upaya.org 
Roshi Joan Halifax. Engaged Buddhism 
trainings, chaplaincy, residency.

• Vallecitos Mountain Retreat Center
Remote Off-Grid Center
Near Taos, NM
(505) 469-9017
refuge@vallecitos.org 
www.vallecitos.org
Erin Treat, Guiding Teacher. 
Visiting teachers provide wilderness 
vipassana insight & mindfulness 
meditation retreats.

• Zen Garland
1635 S Loy St, Cornville, AZ 86325
(973) 767-6973
office@zengarland.org 
www.zengarland.org
Roshi Paul Genki Kahn. Zazen,
focusing, koans, embodiment, retreats.

NORTHWEST
• Cloud Mountain Retreat Center

373 Agren Road 
Castle Rock, WA 98611
(360) 274-4859
info@cloudmountain.org
www.cloudmountain.org
Silent residential retreats from a 
variety of Buddhist traditions.

• Dakini’s Whisper
Springfield, OR
dakiniswhisper@gmail.com
www.dakiniswhisper.com 
Choying Khandro. Machik, ear-whispered
Chö mastery program, online training, 
subtle body training, Choying Khandro

• Great Vow Zen Monastery – Part of 
Zen Community of Oregon
Clatskanie, OR 97016 
(503) 728-0654 
info@zendust.org 
www.zendust.org
Chozen Bays, Roshi. Blend of Soto,
Rinzai and other Buddhist influences.

• Heart of Wisdom Zen Temple – 
Part of Zen Community of Oregon
6401 NE 10th Ave. 
Portland, OR 97211
(503) 728-0654 
how@zendust.org; www.zendust.org
Hogen Bays, Roshi. Blends Soto & Rinzai 
Zen meditation. Strong community 
practice includes many aspects of 
Buddhism.

• Sakya Monastery of Tibetan Buddhism
108 NW 83rd Street 
Seattle, WA 98117
(206) 789-2573
monastery@sakya.org; www.sakya.org
H.E. Sakya Khöndung Avikrita Rinpoche.
Tibetan Buddhism.

• Seattle Insight Meditation Center
Seattle, WA
206-659-5546 
www.seattleinsight.org
Tim Geil & Tuere Sala. Introductory &
ongoing Insight Meditation classes,
dharma talks, guest teachers, non-
residentialweekend retreats, online 
dharma talks.

• Sravasti Abbey
692 Country Lane 
Newport, WA 99156
(509) 447-5549
office.sravasti@gmail.com 
http://sravasti.org
Ven. Thubten Chodron. 
Tibetan Buddhist monastery. 

WEST
• Kadampa Meditation Center Colorado

1336 Glenarm Place 
Denver, CO 80204
(303) 813-9551
info@meditationincolorado.org
www.meditationincolorado.org 
Kadam Lucy James. Buddhist meditations 
for the modern world.

• Rocky Mountain Ecodharma  
Retreat Center
Ward, CO 80481
info@rmerc.org 
www.rmerc.org
Johann Robbins & David Loy.
Mountain meditation retreat 
center rentals. Near Boulder.

• Tara Mandala
4000 USFS Rd. #649
Pagosa Springs, CO 81147
(970) 731-3711
info@taramandala.org
www.taramandala.org
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Lama Tsultrim Allione.
Tibetan Buddhism, meditation, 
personal development.

• Two Arrows Zen - Artspace Zendo
230 South 500 West, Suite 155
Salt Lake City, UT 84101
(801) 532-4975 
info@twoarrowszen.org
www.twoarrowszen.org
Diane Musho Hamilton, 
Michael Mugaku Zimmerman
Soto, White Plum Asanga, integral.

• Two Arrows Zen-Boulder Mountain 
Zendo in Torrey
57 South 300 West 
Torrey, UT 84775
(801) 532-4975 
info@twoarrowszen.org
www.twoarrowszen.org
Diane Musho Hamilton, 
Michael Mugaku Zimmerman. 
Soto, White Plum Asanga, integral.

CALIFORNIA
• Bodhi Oak Zen Sangha

40879 Highway 41, Suite 1-I
Oakhurst, CA 93644
(559) 642-7470 
myogomacneil@gmail.com
http://bodhioakzen.org
Myogo Mary-Allen Macneil.  
Meditation group meets  
Sunday morning.

• Bodhi Path San Luis Obispo
San Luis Obispo, CA
(805) 594-1388
sanluisobispo@bodhipath.org
www.bodhipath.org 
Other locations at Bodhi Path Pasadena, 
Santa Barbara, Menlo Park, Buena Park. 
14th Shamar Rinpoche,  
Spiritual Founder. 
Main practice Meditation/Mind 
Training-Lojong.

• Bodhi Path Santa Barbara
102 West Mission 
Santa Barbara, CA
(805) 284-2704 
sb@bodhipath.org
www.bodhipath.org
14th Shamar Rinpoche,  
Spiritual Founder.
Main practice Meditation/Mind 
Training-Lojong.

• Dharma Realm Buddhist University
4951 Bodhi Way 
Ukiah CA 95482
(707) 621-7000 

info@drbu.edu
www.drbu.edu
Liberal education in broad 
Buddhist tradition.

• InsightLA

1430 Olympic Blvd 
Santa Monica, CA 90404
(310) 450-1821
programs@insightla.org
www.insightLA.org
Trudy Goodman.

• Monterey Bay Meditation Studio

529 Central Ave 
Suite 201A
Pacific Grove, CA 93950
(831) 373-1017
info@montereybaymeditation.com
www.montereybaymeditation.com
Mindfulness, nature, body, &  
relational meditation practices.  
Courses, retreats & community.

• Nyingma Institute 

1815 Highland Place
Berkeley, CA 94709
(510) 809-1000
nyingma-institute@nyingma.org
www.nyingmainstitute.com
Tibetan Buddhism.

• Rangjung Yeshe Gomde  
California

66000 Drive Thru Tree Rd.
PO Box 162 
Leggett, CA 95585
(707) 925-0201 
information@gomdeusa.org
www.gomdeusa.org
Chökyi Nyima Rinpoche.  
Tibetan Buddhism; study,  
practice, retreats.

• Rimé Kalachakra 

3436 Divisadero Street
San Francisco, CA 94123 
(415) 810-6168
practice@rimekalachakra.org
http://rimekalachakra.org 
Shar Khentrul Rinpoché Jamphel Lodrö.
Kalachakra empowerments & practice, 
jonang ngondro, meditation,  
online classes.

• Yokoji Zen Mountain Center
58900 Apple Canyon Road, PO Box 43
Mountain Center, CA 92561
(951) 659-5272 
zmc@zmc.org; www.zmc.org
Charles Tenshin Fletcher, Roshi.
Training & practice center; 
Retreats & residency.

• Zen Center of Los Angeles
923 S. Normandie Avenue, 
Los Angeles, CA 90006
(213) 387-2351 
programsteward@zcla.org 
www.zcla.org
Abbot: Roshi Wendy Egyoku Nakao.
White Plum/Maezumi Roshi Lineage.

CANADA
• Bodhi Path Calgary

Calgary, AB Canada
(403) 276-3697
calgary@bodhipath.org 
www.bodhipath.org
14th Shamar Rinpoche,  
Spiritual Founder. 
Main practice Meditation/Mind
Training-Lojong

• Zen Centre of Ottawa
240 Daly Ave., Ottawa, ON  
K1N 6G2 Canada
(613) 562-1568
info@wwzc.org; www.wwzc.org
Abbot: Ven. Anzan Hoshin Roshi.  
Main monastery (Dainen-ji) of the  
White Wind Zen Community; Eihei 
Dogen’s Lineage

INTERNATIONAL
 
• Bodhi Path Buddhist Centers

Europe, Asia, & Latin America
www.bodhipath.org
See website for center locations.
14th Shamar Rinpoche, Spiritual 
Founder.
Main practice Meditation/Mind  
Training-Lojong.

• Gaia House 
West Ogwell, Newton Abbot,
Devon TQ12 6EW United Kingdom 
00 44 1626 333613 
info@gaiahouse.co.uk 
www.gaiahouse.co.uk 
Silent residential retreats with meditation 
instruction & teachings from a wide 
variety of Buddhist traditions. 
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Well Being Retreat Center.  
Yoga & wellness workshops, nondual 
meditation, silent retreats, residency 
opportunities, sabbaticals & personal  
retreats, dokusans 160-acre river 
frontage. 
557 Narrows Rd, Tazewell, TN 37879;  
(423) 626-9000;   
patty@wellbeingcc.org;  
www.WellBeingRetreatCenter.org 

Two and Four Month Retreats  
at Nyingma Institute, Berkeley, CA.  
Inner Freedom Retreat (Aug. 26-Oct. 19).  
Integrating Practice and Life Retreat 
(Oct. 21 – Dec. 14). Full Four Month 
Retreat (Aug. 26 – Dec. 14).  
(510) 809-1000;
info@nyingmainstitute.com 
www.nyingmainstitute.com/long-retreats 

Meditation Education
A low cost meditation instructor

certification program for  
the educational system.  

For more information visit - 
www.MeditationEducation.info

SUPPLIES

COUNSELING & 
PSYCHOTHERAPY

TRAVEL, RETREATS  
& TRAINING

FOR TRICYCLE CLASSIFIED RATES:
DDCLASS@GPR4ADS.COM

(510) 548-1680

When Being Spiritual  
is Not Enough

Being spiritual is easy compared  
to being a complete human being.  

I am a five-decade inner work 
practitioner who provides reasonably 

priced remote counseling that 
integrates spirituality with being 

human. Free consultation. 
www.whole-person-counseling.com

BOOKS & PERIODICALS

Enroll in a  
Tricycle Online 

Course at
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BOOKS & PERIODICALS
By The Way Books. Buying and selling  
rare and uncommon spiritual books 
for 29 years. Buddhism, Gurdjieff,  
Sufism, Western Mysticism, etc...  
Catalogues available. We also purchase 
individual books and collections.  
(515) 440-0373;  
www.bythewaybooks.com;  
btwb@bythewaybooks.com

C L A S S I F I E D S

TEXT CLASSIFIEDS: 
$95 for up to max. 40 words flat rate. 

Zip codes count as one word.  
Note: Some words count as 2 words.

Bordered/Centered Option:  
$40 extra an issue to border & center 

your text classified ad.

DISPLAY CLASSIFIEDS:
4-color: 1 inch $195,  

2 inch $310, 3 inch $410
B/W: 1 inch $140,  

2 inch $255, 3 inch $355
Deadline:

Summer 2019:  
due 2/13/19—on sale 5/1/19

Fall 2019:  
due 5/10/19—on sale 8/1/19

Display Classified Sizes:  
Ads are exactly 1 inch, 2 inches or  

3 inches in height. All Display 
Classified ads are 2-1/16 inches in 

width. Contact us for specifications  
& to reserve before sending.

Terms:  
All text classifieds must be  

prepaid in full, for all issues ordered. 
For the display classifieds,  

the first issue must be prepaid.  
Prepayment due by deadlines above.

FREQUENCY DISCOUNTS 
AVAILABLE:

2 times 5% off total,  
3 times 8% off, 4 times 12% off. 

CONTACT: 
Liz at  

Goodfellow Publ. Reps.  
510-548-1680 

ddclass@gpr4ads.com

Submit your text classifieds online at  
http://bit.ly/TRI-CLASS  

(text classifieds only)

Rates & deadlines subject  
to change. Tricycle reserves  

the right to format ads to fit our  
standards and to assign categories.

Helps our readers locate  
teachers & programs. 

Wherever they go, there you are!

GET YOUR CENTER 
NOTICED!

These affordable listings make  
finding your center simple.  

They are grouped regionally and  
then alphabetically by your  

center’s name. The city and state  
appear in boldface type.
$200 for 4 issues/1 year  

Sold by the year
Deadline:

Summer 2019:  
due 2/13/19—on sale 5/1/19

Fall 2019:  
due 5/10/19—on sale 8/1/19

CONTACT: 
Liz at  

Goodfellow Publ. Reps.  
510-548-1680 

ddclass@gpr4ads.com

Submit your  
Dharma Directory  

listings at: 
http://bit.ly/TRI-DD

Rates & deadlines subject  
to change. Tricycle reserves  

the right to format ads to fit our  
standards and to assign categories.

VISIT TRICYCLE 
ONLINE!

Enroll in a  
Tricycle Online 

Course at

learn.tricycle.org

T R I C Y C L E
D H A R M A  D I R E C T O R Y

T R I C Y C L E
C L A S S I F I E D  A D V E R T I S I N G

JOIN THE  
TRICYCLE  

COMMUNITY!
Visit tricycle.org/join
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I sit up late dumb as a cow,
which is to say
somewhat conscious with thirst
and hunger, an eye for the new moon
and the morning’s long walk 

to the water tank. Everywhere
around me the birds are waiting
for the light. In this world of dreams
don’t let the clock cut up
your life in pieces.
                                 –Jim Harrison

Parting Words

From Jim Harrison: The Essential Poems, by Jim Harrison © 2019. Reprinted with permission of Copper Canyon Press (coppercanyonpress.org).  
Jim Harrison (1937–2016), an American author, poet, and Tricycle contributing editor, was best known for his 1979 novella, Legends of the Fall.

Rumination
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