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As a soc i oc u l tu ral anthropo l ogi s t , I can’t help but
think abo ut my Buddhist practi ce from the per-
s pective of s oc i oc u l tu ral analys i s . And because my
a n t h ropo l ogical re s e a rch in Latin Am erica has
foc u s ed on the con n ecti ons bet ween rel i gi on and
et h n oracial iden ti ty, the stu dy of Buddhism in
Am erica is espec i a lly allu ring to me. My dissert a-
ti on re s e a rch foc u s ed on the bl ack con s c i o u s n e s s
m ovem ent in Bra z i l , wh ere I ex a m i n ed the ways
that rel i gious and et h n oracial iden ti ties rei n-
force—and som etimes underm i n e — e ach other. I
think that this issue of the rel a ti onship bet ween
rel i gi on and et h n oracial iden ti ty is parti c u l a rly

rel evant to discussions of racial divers i ty in
Buddhist com mu n i ti e s .

The paradox that draws me to the stu dy of rel i-
gi on and et h n oracial iden ti ty is that while many
rel i gi ons make universal spiri tual claims (e.g. , t h a t
a ll human bei n gs have equal access to salva ti on or
aw a ken i n g ) , a ll rel i gi ons are gro u n ded in parti c u-
lar cultu ral ori gi n s . The Catholic Chu rch in Bra z i l
provi des an excell ent ex a m p l e . De s p i te its cl a i m s
to univers a l i ty, Brazilians of Af rican de s cent rec-
ogn i ze the Chu rch as steeped in Eu ropean cultu re ,
and many Af ro - Brazilians I met referred to
Catholicism as “the rel i gi on of the wh i te el i te .”

Racial  Diversity  in  Buddhist  Communities

Stephen Selka
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In a similar way, m a ny people unders t a n d
Buddhism to em body truths abo ut the hu m a n
con d i ti on that tra n s cend cultu re . Buddhism has
l ong been a “tra n s n a ti onal rel i gi on ,” and tod ay its
gl ob a l i z a ti on has inten s i f i ed with Bu d d h i s m’s
i n c reasing vi s i bi l i ty in Eu rope and the Am eri c a s .
In many ways , h owever, the Buddha Dharma that
has re ach ed the West retains a close assoc i a ti on
with its Asian ori gi n s .

I want to be clear that I’m not arguing that
Buddhism is a pri m ord i a lly Asian rel i gi on . Ra t h er,
I am su gge s ting that ideas abo ut what Bu d d h i s m
“ i s” a re inevi t a bly en t a n gl ed with the ethnic and
c u l tu ral stru ggles that ch a racteri ze the world(s) in
wh i ch Buddhism ex i s t s . In fact , it might be bet ter
to speak of “ Bu d d h i s m s”i n s te ad of “ Bu d d h i s m .”

Wh en Buddhism re ach ed the Un i ted State s ,
for ex a m p l e , it ga i n ed converts mainly amon g
pro s perous wh i te s . Tod ay in the Un i ted State s ,
t h en , we have at least two som ewhat sep a ra te
Buddhist com mu n i ti e s — or “t wo Bu d d h i s m s” —
one predom i n a tely wh i te and the other predom i-
n a n t ly As i a n .1 Thu s , s i n ce its arrival in Nort h
Am eri c a , Buddhism has in some ways ret a i n ed its
con n ecti ons to Asia and Asian iden ti ty but has
also become cl o s ely assoc i a ted with a very spec i f-
ic non - Asian soc i oecon omic gro u p.

This raises two important qu e s ti ons that I wi ll
ad d ress here . F i rs t , why is Am erican Bu d d h i s m
of ten repre s en ted as som ething wh i te wh en most
Buddhists in Am erica are Asian immigrants or of
Asian de s cent? In 1991 Hel en Tworkov wro te in
Tri c ycl e that Asian Am ericans have not “f i g u red
prom i n en t ly into the devel opm en t” of Am eri c a n
Bu d d h i s m . This asserti on provo ked vi goro u s
pro tests from the As i a n - Am erican Buddhist com-
mu n i ty. Are Buddhists of Asian de s cent not re a lly
Bu d d h i s t , not re a lly Am eri c a n , or not re a lly ei t h er?    

Secon d , why are Bl acks and Latinos underrep-
re s en ted in Buddhist sanghas in the Un i ted State s ?
Cert a i n ly there are many historical and soc i o l ogi-
cal re a s ons for the segrega ti on we see in Bu d d h i s t
com mu n i ti e s . Yet among the factors that are of ten
overl oo ked are the ways that predom i n a n t ly wh i te

s a n ghas are com p l i c i t — of ten unwi t ti n gly — wi t h
racist practi ce s .

Ma ny have poi n ted out that wh i te middl e -
class liberals tend to see racism as som ething that
h a ppens el s ewh ere and do not usu a lly ref l ect on
h ow they rei n force wh i te su prem acy in their daily
l ive s . Un ders t a n d a bly, most people do not want
to see them s elves as rac i s t , and no one wants to
s ee Buddhism as a veh i cle for rac i s m . But these
de s i res to see things in a favora ble light can bl i n d
us to seeing things as they re a lly are .

As people living in a soc i ety wh ere racist prac-
ti ce is com m on , we cannot help but be en t a n gl ed
in the web of rac i s m . As Buddhism takes shape in
Am eri c a , t h en , it inevi t a bly ref l ects Am eri c a n
rac i s m . An t h ropo l ogists and others have shown
that Buddhism takes the shape of its su rro u n d-
i n gs and ad justs itsel f to the soc i ety in wh i ch it is
practi ced . For ex a m p l e , t wo recent books by
Brian Vi ctori a , Zen at Wa r and Zen War Sto ri e s ,
doc u m ent the links bet ween Buddhism and
Japanese militarism du ring W W I I . Vi ctori a
wri te s :2

In late 1997 I pu bl i s h ed a book , Zen at Wa r, that sen t
s h o ck waves throu gh out Zen co m mu n i ties in the
We s t , for it dem o n s tra ted that wa rtime Ja pa n e se Zen
m a s ters … had be en fervent su ppo rters of Ja pa n e se
m i l i t a ri s m . Mo re over, t h e se masters cl a i m ed the
Buddha Dharma was itsel f s yn o nym ous with mili-
t a ri s m . What was espe ci a lly disco n certing to so m e
re a d ers was the fact that many of t h o se Ja pa n e se
m a s ters who first introdu ced Zen to the We s t , e s pe-
ci a lly in the po s twar era , tu rn ed out to have be en
some of the stro n gest propo n ents of Ja pa n e se mili-
t a ri s m , cl oaking their su ppo rt in the guise of su ch
p h ra ses as “the unity of Zen and the swo rd .”

In ad d i ti on , Sri Lanka, an osten s i bly Bu d d h i s t
n a ti on , has been em broi l ed in vi o l ent ethnic con-
f l i ct bet ween Sinhalese Buddhists and Hi n du
Tamils over the past several dec ade s . Who wo u l d
h ave thought that Buddhists and Hi n dus wo u l d
be figh ting one another ?
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Ma ny of us in the West have a rom a n ti c i zed
vi ew of Bu d d h i s m . Am ericans are of ten shocked
to hear that Buddhist com mu n i ties in Asia have
ref l ected the jingoi s m , racism and sexism of t h e
s oc i eties in wh i ch they are fo u n d . If we con ti nu e
to bel i eve that Buddhism is the excepti on amon g
rel i gi on s , t h en by ex ten s i on we may see ours elve s
as excepti onal as Bu d d h i s t s . Un fortu n a tely, t h i s
m ay blind us to our com p l i c i ty in the mainte-
n a n ce of wh i te su prem ac y.

Elite  and  Ethnic  Buddhists

So far I have referred to some key disti n cti on s ,
i n cluding that bet ween Asian immigrants or peo-
ple of Asian de s cent who were ra i s ed as Bu d d h i s t s
on the one hand and convert Buddhists on the
o t h er. Al t h o u gh the landscape of Am eri c a n
Buddhism is too com p l ex to be adequ a tely repre-
s en ted by su ch ei t h er / or categori e s , most peop l e
who stu dy Buddhism in Am erica agree that som e
kind of d i s ti n cti on bet ween “et h n i c” and “con-
vert” Buddhists is usef u l .

Jan Na t ti er ’s disti n cti on bet ween Elite ,
Eva n gelical and Ethnic Bu d d h i s t s3 is parti c u l a rly
h el pf u l . In Na t ti er ’s cl a s s i f i c a ti on , E l i te Bu d d h i s t s
a re gen era lly pro s perous wh i te converts whose pri-
m a ry practi ce is med i t a ti on . The second type that
Na t ti er discusses, Eva n gelical Bu d d h i s t s , a re per-
haps best repre s en ted by the mem bers of So k a
Gakkai In tern a ti on a l , a pro s elytizing lay Bu d d h i s t
or ga n i z a ti on that draws more Bl ack and Lati n o
converts than any other kind of Buddhism in
North Am eri c a . Derived from the te ach i n gs of
Ni ch i ren , Soka Gakkai practi ce is foc u s ed on
ch a n ti n g, not med i t a ti on . F i n a lly, Ethnic Bu d d h i s t s
a re Asians or people of Asian de s cent who were
ra i s ed as Bu d d h i s t s . Ethnic Buddhists are en ga ged
in a wi de va ri ety of practi ce s , but med i t a ti on is
of ten not important for laypeople who grew up
Bu d d h i s t .

It may come as a su rprise to many to learn that
in Ch i c a go, as in the Un i ted States in gen era l ,
most Buddhists are “et h n i c .” Nu m ri ch4 e s ti m a te s

that abo ut half of the sixty - four sanghas in met-
ropolitan Ch i c a go are convert sangh a s . The other
h a l f , wh i ch are et h n i c , h ave sign i f i c a n t ly larger
m em berships than convert sangh a s , so that
Buddhists of Asian de s cent in the Ch i c a go are a
o utnu m ber wh i te convert s .

One of the most striking things abo ut the
Buddhist landscape in the U. S . is the lack of
i n teracti on bet ween convert and ethnic Bu d d h i s t
com mu n i ti e s . Even ethnic temples with convert
m em bers have what Nu m ri ch calls “p a ra ll el con-
grega ti on s .” That is, ethnic Asian and non - As i a n
converts attend sep a ra te servi ces and have differ-
ent noti ons abo ut what Buddhism is.

One might con clu de that it is simply cultu ra l
and linguistic barri ers that keep convert and et h-
nic Buddhist com mu n i ties sep a ra te . Wi t h o ut a
do u bt , these factors are import a n t . In ad d i ti on ,
h owever, Ken n eth Tanaka found that more than
h a l f of the Asian Buddhists he su rveyed bel i eved
that “racist atti tu de s” p l ay a role in keeping the
t wo com mu n i ties apart .5

What kinds of racist atti tu des? We are more
acc u s tom ed to hearing abo ut racist atti tu de s
tow a rds Bl acks and Latinos than tow a rds As i a n s ,
but Asians are com m on ly stereo typed as well :6

In discussing Buddhism … we might talk about dis-
ti n ctions betwe en “ Ea s t” and “We s t ,” top i cs that
a ppear to be as neu tral as co m pass dire cti o n s . Yet
wh en we look at the histo ry of t h e se catego ries and
the ways they all ow us to talk about ra ce indire ct ly,
we find that they are not so innocen t .

As part of the Eu ropean and U. S . ex p a n s i on i s m
in Asia around the tu rn of the twen ti eth cen tu ry,
Eu rope a n s , Eu ropean Am eri c a n s , and As i a n s
devel oped con cepti ons of “ E a s t” and “We s t” t h a t
ex p l i c i t ly and implicitly su pported the We s t’s
claims of su peri ori ty in po l i ti c a l , m i l i t a ry, s c i en-
ti f i c , edu c a ti on a l , and other insti tuti on s . As i a n
i n tell ectuals lauded aspects of “ E a s tern” c ivi l i z a-
ti on linked with spiri tu a l i ty or mys ti c i s m , in con-
trast with the material preocc u p a ti on of t h e
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“devel oped ” We s t .
Buddhism remains en t a n gl ed in these con cep-

ti on s , and cultu ral differen ces can be used to su p-
port both Eu rocen trism and racial discri m i n a ti on .
( e . g. , convert Buddhists have tu rn ed aw ay from
Asian and As i a n - Am erican te ach ers in the U. S . )

Con s i dering the ways that Am ericans think
a bo ut “the East” h elps to shed light on why
Buddhist converts in the Un i ted States over-
wh el m i n gly prefer forms of Buddhism assoc i a ted
with indu s tri a l i zed East Asia (Ja p a n , Korea) and
with a nati on be s i eged by com munist imperi a l-
ism (Ti bet) over the practi ces of poor immigra n t
and ref u gee com mu n i ti e s .

The atti tu des of convert Buddhists tow a rds the
practi ces of ethnic Buddhists provi de an ex a m p l e
of this kind of Eu rocen tri s m . Am erican Bu d d h i s t s
a re of ten su rpri s ed to learn that most lay
Buddhists in the world do not med i t a te and that
m a ny monks do not med i t a te as their main prac-
ti ce . And wh en Am erican convert Buddhists learn
a bo ut the el a bora te pantheon s , devo ti onal ri tu a l s ,
and magical practi ces that many Bu d d h i s t s
a round the world and here in Am erica are
en ga ged in, t h ey of ten categori ze those bel i efs and
practi ces as “trad i ti on a l ” as oppo s ed to “m odern”
and as “c u l tu ral acc reti on s” as oppo s ed to “t h e
true Buddha Dharm a .” Th ey ju d ge them as irrel e-
vant at be s t , and inaut h en tic or degen era te 
at wors t .

But Buddhists around the world might ask:
what gives wh i te converts the ri ght to make these
ju d gm ents? Al t h o u gh it is true that many bel i efs
and practi ces assoc i a ted with Buddhism have no
tex tual basis, Buddhism is not a “rel i gi on of t h e
boo k” in the same way as Ju d a i s m , Ch ri s ti a n i ty
and Is l a m . That is not to deny that the sutras play
a cen tral role in Bu d d h i s m , but the direct , f ace to

f ace tra n s m i s s i on of e s o teric practi ce s — ones that
a re not de s c ri bed in texts—is very important in
m a ny Buddhist trad i ti on s .

In re s ponse to this poi n t , m a ny people obj ect
that the Asian te ach ers who came to the U. S . to
te ach Buddhism stress that Buddhism is funda-
m en t a lly a “ra ti on a l ” rel i gi on (a vi ew ex pre s s ed in
the puzzling cl i ché that “ Buddhism is a ph i l o s o-
phy, not a rel i gi on”) and that ri tual and practi ce s
a re of s econ d a ry import a n ce . S ch o l a rs su ch as
Ri ch a rd Gom bri ch and Ganath Obeys e kere , h ow-
ever, h ave shown that many of the forms of
Buddhism that came to Am erica in the nine-
teenth and twen ti eth cen tu ries from Asia were
a l re ady reform ed in the image of the ra ti on a l i s ti c
Pro te s t a n tism it had en co u n tered thro u gh the
We s t’s imperialist ven tu res in As i a .7

Thu s , what most Am ericans en co u n ter is
Buddhism interpreted thro u gh a We s tern ph i l o-
s ophical len s — even Buddhism that is imported
by Asian te ach ers . So, Am erican Buddhist con-
verts tend to think of Buddhist practi ce in term s
of re ading texts and med i t a ti n g, and we are su s-
picious of practi ces that seem to lack tex tual basis
(this is perhaps an echo of the Lut h era n
Reform a ti on ) , or, in the case of Pu re Land
Bu d d h i s m , do not stress med i t a ti on . Wh en I firs t
came to Ch i c a go, I atten ded a Jodo Shinshu tem-
ple for more than a ye a r. Du ring this ti m e , my
“ Zen fri en d s” s topped asking abo ut my practi ce ;
it was as if I ’d strayed of f the Buddhist map.

This is not to say that converts are Eu rocen tri c
just because they med i t a te . But as people tow a rd s
the top of the hiera rchy, t h ey have to be caref u l
a bo ut the ways they repre s ent and draw on the tra-
d i ti ons of o t h er gro u p s . Th ey can affirm their own
practi ce wi t h o ut dispara ging that of o t h ers , and in
the process we can devel op a wi der apprec i a ti on

If we con ti nue to bel i eve that Buddhism is the excepti on among rel i gi on s ,

t h en by ex ten s i on we may see ours elves as excepti onal as Bu d d h i s t s .
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Satya Hugh McBride
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for the ri chness of Buddhist trad i ti ons inside and
o ut s i de of our sangh a s .

People  of  Color  and  Buddhism

Why are Bl ack and Latinos underrepre s en ted in
Buddhist com mu n i ties? How does this happen ?
Some Buddhist groups have been su ccessful in
a t tracting people of co l or. But the fact that So k a
Gakkai and Ni ch i ren - s hu temples are som ewh a t
of an excepti on on ly serves to prove the rule that
people of co l or are underrepre s en ted .

Th ere are many re a s ons for this under- repre-
s en t a ti on , m a ny of wh i ch we have little con tro l
over. What we can focus on are things that peop l e
of co l or have bro u ght to our atten ti on : practi ce s
that tend to exclu de people of co l or. Al t h o u gh
t h ere are prob a bly some Buddhists who are bon e -
f i de rac i s t s , most of the probl em stems from “l i b-
eral wh i te rac i s m .” As Robert Horton points out :8

Buddhism in Am erica has not tu rn ed the focus of
awa reness on ra ce . This says more about the su bt l e
oppre s s iveness of our wh i te co n d i tioning in gen era l
than it does about Buddhism. T h i n gs are left ou t ,
n ot noti ced , avo i d ed , i gn o red , n ot men ti o n ed , n ot
s poken of , n ot se en . Di f feren ces are smoot h ed over.
T h e se are the fo rms of wh i te liberal ra ci s m .

L i beral wh i te racism refers to the of ten uncon-
scious assu m pti on s , a t ti tu des and practi ces that
s tem from wh i te privi l ege and a lack of aw a ren e s s
of race and rac i s m . A major ex pre s s i on of l i bera l
wh i te racism is the ten dency to dismiss sen s i tivi ty
to racial and ethnic issues as “po l i tical correct-
n e s s .” L i beral wh i tes gen era lly bel i eve they are free
f rom racism because they bel i eve they do not
actively parti c i p a te in it, and they can becom e
re s en tful wh en told that they have not done near-
ly en o u gh—that the stru ggle against rac i s m
i nvo lves active work every day in them s elves and
in their soc i ety.

At this point I think it would be hel pful 
to inclu de the voi ces of n onwh i tes who have 

com m en ted on the probl em of l i beral wh i te
rac i s m . One major theme that con ti nu a lly em er ge s
in su ch discussions is that of exclu s i on :9

[ Pe ople] need to begin to understand the differ-
en ce betwe en inclusion and exclusion in terms of t h e
envi ro n m ents they cre a te , the books they wri te , t h e
l a n g u a ge they use , and the pre sen t a tion of the stru c-
tu re that hou ses the Dharm a . At the cen ters , t h ey
n e ed to look at who is in ch a rge , who gre ets at the
d oo r, what the Buddha statues look like , and wh a t
re sou rces are of fered for Af rican Am ericans to find
t h eir own inherent co n n e ctedness to the Dharm a .
Fi n a lly, t h ere needs to be an admission of the fact
that Af rican Am ericans have not always be en wel-
co m ed into the inner sanctum of Buddhist activi ty.

The first step tow a rds inclu s i on , of co u rs e , is wel-
com i n g :1 0

For ye a rs , I wa l ked into the sangha wh ere I sit, a n d
was extrem ely unco m fo rt a ble; no one said hello; no
one said anything to me, except to ask for dana; and
no one expre s sed the hope that I would retu rn … . T h e
idea of “ i nvi t a ti o n” is so cru cial wh en approa ch i n g
co m mu n i ties outside of the perceived mainstre a m .
“ Invi t a ti o n” has very impo rtant cultu ral meaning
and sign i f i c a n ce . Of ten , pe ople who have be en mar-
gi n a l i zed (wh et h er due to ra ce , o ri en t a ti o n , class or
ot h er disen f ra n ch i sem ent) experi en ce reje cti o n , a t
be s t , and of ten abu se wh en walking into a spa ce
u n i nvi ted . Ma ny of us have learn ed and be en co n d i-
ti o n ed not to go wh ere the invi t a tion is not expl i ci t-
ly given . Even wh en there is co n sent for incl u s i o n , i f
it is silen t , the co n sent is not experi en ced by those
who need to be incl u d ed .

Those who have not been ign ored , h owever, h ave
of ten felt like obj ects to be scruti n i zed :1 1

To many of my wh i te co m rades who accepted thei r
i n terest in Buddhism as ‘n a tu ra l ,’ my en ga gem en t
a lways made me su s pe ct , the obje ct of s pe ct a cl e ,
someone to be interro ga ted . “And why are you 
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i n tere s ted in Zen? And wh ere did you first be co m e
i n tere s ted? And who do you foll ow ? ” T h e se questi o n s
a re usu a lly asked of a nyone new to Buddhism, bu t
what a person of color hears , wh et h er it’s inten d ed or
n ot , is that we are being singl ed ou t . T h e se interro-
ga tions pre su ppo se that I—and not they—am the
ot h er, that there is no ance s tral co n n e ction betwe en
me or ot h er pe ople of color and the cultu res in wh i ch
t h ey se a rch to find Buddhist tru t h . This is the cul-
tu ral arro ga n ce that wh i te su premacy all ows .

As these qu o tes su gge s t , l i beral wh i te racism is
m ore passive than active , m ore uninten ti on a l
than inten ti on a l . Thu s , l i beral wh i te racism is
elu s ive and of ten difficult to recogn i ze . The firs t
ch a ll en ge , t h en , is recognizing racist practi ce s —
wh et h er we en co u n ter them in the work p l ace or
in our own sanghas—and then re s ponding to
t h em in active and inten ti onal ways .

Questionnaire  Data

As an anthropo l ogi s t , I bel i eve that firs t - h a n d
ob s erva ti on provi des an important path to
k n owl ed ge . While I was te aching Social Scien ce at
the Ci ty Co ll eges of Ch i c a go, I asked stu dents to
m a ke anthropo l ogical ob s erva ti ons at va ri o u s
rel i gious cen ters around the city. Ma ny of t h em
a t ten ded Buddhist temples on the north side of
the city, i n cluding the Zen Buddhist Tem p l e .

I “debri efed ” the stu dents using qu e s ti on-
n a i res after they con du cted their ob s erva ti on s ,
and their re s ponses are direct ly rel evant to this
d i s c u s s i on of Buddhism and racial divers i ty. I
a s ked my stu den t s , most of wh om were Bl ack or

L a ti n o, to list three words that come to mind
wh en they think of n on - Asian Bu d d h i s t s . Here
a re the re su l t s :

• Upper cl a s s , l i bera l , n on con form i s t
• Wh i te , h i pp i e , Wood s tock
• Wh i te , y u pp i e , l i bera l
• Edu c a ted , u pper- m i d dle cl a s s , in tra n s i ti on
• Open - m i n ded , h i pp i e s , con f u s ed
• Pa ti en t , d i f feren t , l o s t
• Wh i te , yo u n g, p a ti en t
• Wei rd , u n com m on , s tra n ge
• Modern , ri ch
• Ri ch , s m a rt , y u pp i e
• Sec u l a ri zed , i n d ivi du a l i s t , s ee ker
• Con f u s ed , bored , u n s t a bl e
• Quiet , re s pectf u l , wh i te
• Eccen tri c , mys teri o u s , perp l exing 

No te the repe a ted use of the word “ wh i te” a n d
words like “u pper cl a s s ,” “ y u pp i e ,” and “ri ch .”

I also asked stu dents to com m ent on thei r
ex peri en ces and to con s i der how people in thei r
own et h n i c / racial group would feel abo ut vi s i ti n g
a Buddhist tem p l e . F i rs t , I asked them to finish
the fo ll owing sen ten ce : “I think that people in my
et h n i c / racial group would feel uncom fort a ble or
o ut of p l ace in a Buddhist temple bec a u s e : ”

A (B)lack stu den t : It is not what they are used to,
and they would feel out of p l ace .
A (L)atino stu den t : That is not how thei r
[ Ca t h o l i c / Ba ptist] chu rches are [so they wo u l d
ex peri en ce] cultu re shock .
( B ) : Th ey would think the Buddhists are 

L i beral wh i tes gen era lly bel i eve they are free from racism because they

bel i eve they do not actively parti c i p a te in it, and they can becom e

re s en tful wh en told that they have not done nearly en o u gh .
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wors h i pping and bowing to ido l s .
( L ) : [ Th ey would en co u n ter] unknown te ach i n gs
of s tra n ge people and [in stra n ge] term s .
( L ) : … we would be the od d b a lls ….
( B ) : We are Bl ack , not to sound cl o s ed - m i n ded or
a nyt h i n g.
( B ) : Th ere are no Bl ack s .
( B ) : Th ere is not en o u gh pers onal invo lvem en t
and not en o u gh people within our cultu re that
p a rti c i p a te .

Nex t , I asked stu dents to com p l ete this sen ten ce :
“I feel that the temple I vi s i ted disco u ra ged et h-
nic divers i ty by: ”

• Not explaining or using language or abstract
terms that I could not understand all the time so I
h ad to take ex tra time out to try to interpret wh a t
t h ey said.
• Only thing I could think of is I saw on ly two
Bl ack people there but I don’t think or know that
the parti c i p a ti on was disco u ra ged .

I also en co u ra ged stu dents to com m ent on thei r
po s i tive ex peri en ce s . Bel ow are some examples of
h ow stu dents com p l eted this sen ten ce : “I feel that
the temple I vi s i ted en co u ra ged ethnic divers i ty
by: ”

• Having some things be in Engl i s h , and they wel-
com ed everyon e .
• Being receptive to vi s i tors of a ll ethnic gro u p s .
• The warm , en er getic spirits they wel com ed me
wi t h .
• Being loc a ted in a diverse nei gh borh ood and
not singling out non - Asian vi s i tors but accepti n g
t h em .
• Sel ecting [people of] different et h n i c i ties and
gen ders to perform leadership ro l e s . For ex a m p l e ,
the pers on sounding the gong was Af ri c a n
Am erican and also fem a l e .
• All people seem ed to be tre a ted equ a l .

Practical  Suggestions  from  People  of  Color

Ma ny of my stu dents had though tful su gge s ti on s
for how the temples they vi s i ted could en co u ra ge
et h n i c / racial divers i ty. I asked them to com p l ete
the sen ten ce : “I think that the temple I vi s i ted
could en co u ra ge more ethnic divers i ty by: ”

• Having mem bers go out into the different et h-
nic nei gh borh oods of Ch i c a go and try to lu re
[sic] them into the tem p l e .
• Com mu n i c a ting on a com m on level that is
u n ders tood by all .
• Wa iving some of the fees requ i red for the con-
feren ce s . Buddhism is not an inex pen s ive rel i gi on
to practi ce . It takes time and mon ey.
• What may po s s i bly help is re aching out and
edu c a ting people more on the practi ce s , su ch as
cl a s ped hands and bowing being a sign of re s pect .
Ma ny misinterpret that as praying or worship I
would think.

A more gen eral source of practical su gge s ti on s
for dealing with these issues is the doc u m en t
Making the Invi s i ble Vi s i ble: Healing Ra cism in
Our Buddhist Co m mu n i ti e s1 2 that was first used at
the We s tern Te ach er ’s Con feren ce at Spirit Rock
Med i t a ti on Cen ter in Ca l i fornia in June 2000.
The aut h ors’ recom m en d a ti ons inclu de :

• Holding Healing Racism Work s h op s
• Ack n owl ed ging the ex i s ten ce of racism and
i n clu de examples of racism in Dharma talks
• Iden ti f ying indivi duals who have progre s s ed on
the path of u n l e a rning racism as po s s i ble allies to
people of co l or who come to your sangh a
• Devel oping a divers i ty stra tegy for your sangh a
• Fac i l i t a ting people of co l or to take on te ach i n g,
ad m i n i s tra tive , boa rd and staff po s i ti on s
• Ex h i bi ting a wi ll i n gness to accom m od a te differ-
ent needs and cultu ral sen s i bi l i ti e s
• Holding retreats and events for people of co l or
• Being explicit abo ut wel coming people of co l or
in your outre ach materi a l , i n cluding news l et ters
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• Con s i dering having some kind of s ys tem for
wel coming and ori en ting new mem bers
• Cre a ting a forum in your sangha wh ere practi-
ti on ers can ex press their vi ews and feel i n gs on
what it is like to be part of your sangh a
• Doing everything you can to make the practi ce s
of your sangha acce s s i bl e

Aga i n , the first step is recognizing that a probl em
ex i s t s . This can be difficult for those of us wh o
cling to our iden ti ties as “l i bera l s” p u rsu i n g
en l i gh ten m en t . As I have tri ed to show here ,
Buddhism takes the form of the soc i ety in wh i ch
it is practi ced . We live in a soc i ety wh ere racism is
not uncom m on , and so our sanghas cannot hel p
but be influ en ced by rac i s m . O n ly by listening to
o t h ers and by looking deep ly into our own 
practi ces can we begin to devel op active and
i n ten ti onal re s ponses to this deep ly perva s ive
form of s ocial inju s ti ce .

oStephen Selka is a sociocultural anthro p o l-

ogist interested in the relationship between

religion and ethnoracial identity. He has con-

ducted fieldwork in nort h e a s t e rn Brazil on the

role of religion in the black consciousness

movement. He is currently a visiting assistant

p rofessor of anthropology at Tu l a n e

University in New Orleans. 
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Wh en I first started attending servi ces at the Zen
Buddhist Temple in Ch i c a go, I perform ed amaz-
ing feats of wi ll power to get mys el f o ut of my
a p a rtm en t , i n to the car, and to the tem p l e . Even
a f ter I had arrived at the temple and found a
p a rking space , I ’d sit in the car and wait, f u s s i n g
with items in my purs e , balancing my ch eck boo k ,
ch ecking my cell ph on e — l ooking for anyt h i n g
that could po s s i bly requ i re even the sligh te s t
a t ten ti on . Wh en I had finally ex h a u s ted all po s s i-
ble distracti on s , I ’d get out of the car and walk
t h ro u gh the temple doors .

O n ce inside , my body heaved a sigh of rel i ef .
S ti llness and calm dissolved my anxieti e s , and I
could begin to let go and attend to the more
i m portant matters of just breathing and bei n g.
Nevert h el e s s , de s p i te the good the temple did me,
the very next Su n d ay I again was faced with the

same nagging re s i s t a n ce . As mu ch as I had tri ed
to deny it, the truth was qu i te simple: I felt guilty
a bo ut becoming a Bu d d h i s t . More sign i f i c a n t ly,
f acing that guilt seem ed to mean ack n owl ed gi n g
deep ly en tren ch ed patterns I’d devel oped in my
l i fe .

I come from a long line of devo ut Mex i c a n
Ca t h o l i c s . Our family tree inclu des prob a bly
m ore than its fair share of rel i gious voc a ti on s : My
great aunt was a nun for over twen ty ye a rs , my
m om’s sister was a cl oi s tered Ca rm el i te nu n , my
gre a t - gra n d f a t h er became a Ben ed i ctine mon k
a f ter his divorce , a n d , a l t h o u gh he did not com-
p l ete the sem i n a ry, my uncle prob a bly knows
m ore abo ut the Chu rch and its litu r gy than many
pri e s t s . Th en , of co u rs e , t h ere was my own sen s e
of rel i gious call i n g. For a peri od of a bo ut five
ye a rs , j oining a convent was all I could think

what am i?

K o n g h wa Elizabeth Enciso
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a bo ut . As a teen a ger—an ad m i t tedly unu su a l
one—I sent aw ay for brochu res from dozens of
rel i gious orders . Mu ch to my paren t s’ d i s tre s s , I
even con cocted a plan that would entail for goi n g
my co ll ege edu c a ti on for convent life . In the en d ,
n one of these plans materi a l i zed . A mixtu re of
p u bertal horm ones and the forceful pull of prac-
tical matters preva i l ed . In s te ad , I went to co ll ege
2,000 miles aw ay from hom e . This road even tu a l-
ly led to my discovery of Bu d d h i s m — a l t h o u gh
ten ye a rs were nece s s a ry for me to get there .

Le aving home for co ll ege ushered in a peri od
that I can on ly de s c ri be as a ch ronic iden ti ty cri-
s i s . As i de from what I had re ad in cl a s s room tex t-
boo k s , I had app a ren t ly grown up largely clu el e s s
a bo ut the natu re of ethnic po l i tics in the U. S . I
h ad grown up in Noga l e s , Ari zon a , a small town
on the U. S . – Mex i co border, wh ere over ninety

percent of the pop u l a ti on is Mexican or Mex i c a n
Am eri c a n . In many ways , my ch i l d h ood on the
border had shiel ded me from iden ti f ying mys el f
as a minori ty in the U. S . Back hom e , I was like
m a ny of the other people in town . No one ever
a s ked me what I was because it was safe to assu m e
that the vast majori ty of people were Mexican in
s ome way or another.

I was seven teen ye a rs old and anxious to tra n-
s cend my small - town ori gins wh en I set out for
co ll ege life in Ch i c a go. I imagi n ed a wh i rlwi n d
co ll ege ex peri en ce in wh i ch I would natu ra lly
fold into soph i s ti c a ted social circles and tra n-
s cend my provi n c i a l , bordertown ways . In s te ad ,
co ll ege proved to be a ru de aw a ken i n g : I was a
fish out of w a ter. I sen s ed an intangi ble discon-
n ect , a different way of being and interacting that
s ep a ra ted me from many of my co ll ege peers .

Kongsim Rob Brown
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I was espec i a lly perp l exed on my first day of
co ll ege wh en a bu bbly cl a s s m a te came up to me
and direct ly asked , “What are yo u ? ” I was puzzled
by her qu e s ti on . What was I? What did that
mean? 

She cl a ri f i ed , “You know, what cultu re are
yo u ? ”

I gave her a thoro u gh re s pon s e . “ My family ’s
Mex i c a n , but I was born in the U. S . , and I also
grew up ri ght on the Mexican border.” I felt this
a n s wer covered the most important bases.

She loo ked at me and chu ck l ed , “That means
yo u’re Mex i c a n . You just have to say yo u’re
Mex i c a n .”

That en co u n ter was the beginning of my con-
f u s i on . I would soon re a l i ze that my fri en dly
cl a s s m a te was wron g. I could not just say I was
Mex i c a n . In deed , Mexicans born in Mex i co did
not think I was Mex i c a n . Moreover, o t h er
Am ericans of Mexican ance s try told me I was
Ch i c a n a . S ti ll others inform ed me I was Lati n a ,
and I was instru cted by some to never say I was
Hi s p a n i c . I hon e s t ly didn’t know what I was or
h ow to iden tify mys el f .

Com pounding these labeling issues was my
growing re a l i z a ti on that how I iden ti f i ed mys el f
s i gn i f i c a n t ly influ en ced peop l e’s percepti ons of
m e . Th ere were those profe s s ors who ex pre s s ed
t h i n ly vei l ed shock wh en they discovered I was
Mexican Am erican and could wri te and perform
well on te s t s . Th ere was the boyf ri end who go t
s i ck to his stom ach over the terror of h aving to
tell his parents that he was dating a Mex i c a n
gi rl—and a Catholic one at that.

These ex peri en ces all con tri buted to the cre-
a ti on of a yo - yo iden ti ty. Th ro u gh o ut the rest of

co ll ege and my su b s equ ent ye a rs in gradu a te
s ch oo l , I spun bet ween wanting to avoid iden ti ty
i s sues altoget h er and immersing mys el f f u lly in
the thick of i den ti ty po l i ti c s . Trying on differen t
l a bel s , i s su e s , and ways of s peaking and acti n g, I
recon f i g u red mys el f m ore times than I care to
co u n t . My early - to-mid twen ties became a pro-
l on ged game of d re s s - u p, except that at heart I
was de s pera te to finally discover that elu s ive
i den ti ty that would give me a sense of feeling at
h ome and at ease with who I was.

While I stru ggl ed with these issu e s , I tu rn ed to
my Catholic faith for some sense of com fort . But
the more I sat, s tood , k n el t , rec i ted , and listen ed
in chu rch , the more isolated I fel t . I felt as if t h e
Chu rch was just one more piece of my life that I
h ad to con s tru ct to others’ i n terpret a ti ons of h ow
my life needed to be . I felt sti f l ed by all the ways
and things I should be . My terri f ying re a l i z a ti on
was that beneath this layer of ex pect a ti ons I re a l-
ly had no sense of what I was or what I wanted .

It was then that I stu m bl ed on to med i t a ti on
practi ce . My first ex peri en ce was thro u gh a
Cen tering Prayer group in a Catholic chu rch in
Ann Arbor. The practi ce cen ters on repe a ting a
m a n tra . Th ere is no overt dialogue with God , n o
el a bora te pra i s e , no peti ti on i n g. It is just a simple
ga t h ering of people sitting toget h er in silen ce ,
rec i ting one word in their minds. This practi ce
was unlike anything I had ever ex peri en ced . Th e
va s tness and fullness of this com munal silen ce
was so be a uti f u l .

Som ething inside me cl i cked . I began practi c-
ing med i t a ti on twi ce a day on my own and on ce a
week with a gro u p, and wh en I moved from An n
Arbor to Ch i c a go, I loo ked for another cen teri n g

In meditation, there are many moments when I am struck by the

awesome knowing that all my possible identities are irrelevant.
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or med i t a tive prayer gro u p. However, I never
found one that placed the same em phasis on
s i l en ce . Af ter re ading the wri ti n gs of Th om a s
Merton and other Ch ri s tian con tem p l a tive s , I
s t a rted looking into Bu d d h i s m . I re ad abo ut
Buddhism and practi ced med i t a ti on on my own
for two ye a rs before I ever worked up the nerve to
s et foot in Zen Buddhist Temple for med i t a ti on
cl a s s e s . Wh en I finally did, I felt a com forti n g
s ense of h om ecom i n g. Everything was won der-
f u l — except for the overwh elming anxiety and
restlessness I’d feel every Su n d ay on my way to
m em bers’ m ed i t a ti on sitti n gs .

Buddhist practi ce may have been what I was
l ooking for, but a large part of me recoi l ed in
worry. My preocc u p a ti on with iden ti ti e s , l a bel s ,
and the ex pect a ti ons that came with them , w a s
s ti ll my faithful com p a n i on . My worry manife s t-
ed itsel f as an outra ged inner voi ce that reg u l a rly
pro te s ted , “You are a Mexican Catholic! Wh a t
business do you have becoming a Bu d d h i s t ? ” I
fe a red that I was som eh ow disre s pecting my
el ders and ance s tors by ch oosing to go abo ut my
s p i ri tual practi ce in a different way. My paren t s
su pported my dec i s i on , but I sti ll won dered if I
was giving up a key part of who I was.

F i t ti n gly, the on ly thing that has hel ped dis-
s o lve my fe a rs has been my practi ce . All my worry
is an opportu n i ty for practi ce . I can’t forc i bly
erad i c a te my fe a rs , so I sit with them . In med i t a-
ti on , t h ere are many mom ents wh en I am stru ck
by the awe s ome knowing that all my po s s i bl e
i den ti ties are irrel eva n t . As I sit on the mat and
c u s h i on , to call mys el f a Ca t h o l i c - ra i s ed Lati n a
feminist from the Mexican border means noth-
i n g. In that mom ent there is just sitti n g, ju s t
bre a t h i n g.

Th ro u gh my practi ce I have begun to apprec i-
a te our imperm a n en ce . We are flu i d , ch a n gi n g,
and impo s s i ble to pin down in one absolute
form . Wh i ch labels I ch oose to app ly to my life do
not matter — t h ey are all imperfect . In fact , that I
tri ed so hard to perform su ch pers i s tent acts of
con torti on to fit more snu gly into a pre s c ri bed

i den ti ty seems so absu rd now. This task tu rn ed
o ut to have been an impo s s i ble on e , a futi l e
a t tem pt to make mys el f m ore static and sec u re .

O f co u rs e , this re a l i z a ti on doe s n’t mean I can
s i m p ly decl a re these labels non ex i s ten t . Th ey are
vi goro u s ly defen ded in the larger soc i ety. I am
s ti ll asked what I am, and I sti ll have an answer. . .
or two. . . or three . But , as assu redly as I may pre-
s ent my re s pon s e s , the irony is that wh en I tu rn to
my med i t a ti on practi ce , I am faced with having to
ask mys el f , “What am I?” Th en , h owever, t h e
a n s wers are less fort h com i n g.

I cert a i n ly sti ll have plen ty of i s sues to work
t h ro u gh in this life . (I haven’t even to u ch ed on
my perfecti onism or my masoch i s tic need for lots
of s ch oo l i n g.) Yet , at least I feel I can now inhab-
it my cultu ral and spiri tual heri t a ge more freely. I
no lon ger feel as neu ro ti c a lly ti ed to cultu ra l
ex pect a ti ons of what I should and should not be .
Af ter all , my iden ti ty is ever ch a n gi n g, l i ke every-
t h i n g, and I may as well have more fun with its
va rious manife s t a ti ons inste ad of trying to fore-
s t a ll ch a n ge or com p l i c a ti on s . Most import a n t ly,
I no lon ger have to stru ggle to get mys el f to the
temple door. In fact , most days I can run tow a rd
i t .

oKonghwa Elizabeth Enciso is a resident 

of Zen Buddhist Temple, Chicago. She is 

c u rrently a graduate student in counseling

p s y c h o l o g y.
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I was born , not wh i te , but in wh i ten e s s . I grew up
in Fa rm i n g ton Hi ll s , an afflu ent wh i te su bu rb a n
en cl ave just out s i de of Detroit in the ei gh ties and
e a rly nineti e s . My less fortu n a te cousins grew up
in blu e - co llar nei gh borh oods and had to learn
qu i ck ly how to figh t . We , on the other hand, were
the Am erican dre a m . My father pull ed himsel f u p
o ut of the barrios of the Philippines by his boo t-
s tra p s , p ut ting himsel f t h ro u gh medical sch ool by
raising du cks and selling eggp l a n t . My mother
came from ex trem ely ru ral back co u n try to stu dy
as a nu rs e . Th ey met while working at the same
hospital in De a rborn , got marri ed , bo u ght a bi g
house in a “s a fe” n ei gh borh ood , h ad kids, p ut
t h em all thro u gh priva te Catholic sch ool and
t h ro u gh co ll ege . We were the to ken ethnic family
in a wh i te , ri ght wi n g, con s erva tive nei gh borh ood .

We went to a wh i te chu rch . We went to a wh i te
s ch oo l . All my fri ends were wh i te . Every gi rl I had
a crush on was wh i te . My parents ref u s ed to te ach
us Ta ga l og, the Filipino language . Th ey fe a red
that we wo u l d n’t fit in with the other kids, a n d
t h ey didn’t want us to have accen t s . Even the way
we were su ppo s ed to speak English was wh i te . No
one ever had to say it to me. By the time I was six,
it became very clear that I had no ch oi ce in this
m a t ter. To have a place in Am erica and su rvive
beyond the confines of our house, I would have
to become wh i te .

But , h ere is the essen tial difficulty abo ut
growing up Asian in an Am erica that has ei t h er
been at war with Asia or has felt econ om i c a lly
t h re a ten ed by As i a . I grew up never feeling cer-
tain abo ut how wh i te people perceive me.

Detroit is the Mo tor Ci ty, and mu ch of t h e
pop u l ace works for the autom o tive indu s try.
Wh en ever the ge a rs of the Detroit econ omy
began to slow down , people became afra i d . Th ey
fe a red that Am erica was losing its nu m ber on e
s pot in the autom o tive indu s try to Ja p a n . P l a n t
cl o s i n gs and layof fs were bl a m ed , not on the ail-
ing Am erican autom o tive indu s try, but on Ja p a n .
O utbreaks of a n ti - Japanese sen ti m ents were
com m on , and it didn’t matter wh et h er you were
Japanese or not. If you were Asian or even close to
l ooking As i a n , you were seen as a “ Ja p.”

Even though we were a Filipino family, o u r
house in Livonia was gra f f i ti ed with racial slu rs . I
was in first grade wh en Vi n cent Chin was blu d-
geon ed to death with a baseb a ll bat by two laid of f
Detroit auto workers on June 19, 1 9 8 2 . He was
Ch i n e s e , not Ja p a n e s e , and the two auto workers
n ever spent a single day in jail for the mu rder.
An ti - Asian sen ti m ents were so strong in Detroi t
that the ju d ge and ju ry let them go with barely a
slap on the wri s t . The An ti - Asian frenzies started
a gain in the rece s s i on leading up to 1992 with 
Lee Iacocc a , form er CEO of Ch rys l er, givi n g

Walking Into Discomfort

Bopmun Alex Alvia r
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i n f l a m m a tory speeches against the Japanese and
t h eir trade po l i c i e s . I watch ed as he dre s s ed his
com p a ny up in red , wh i te , and blu e . It was the
f i rst time I had ever wi tn e s s ed the use of p a tri o-
tism and racism to mobi l i ze the publ i c . Peop l e
began pro te s ting and waving flags in front of
Japanese auto de a l ers h i p s . Th ey put red , wh i te ,
and blue bu m per sti ckers on their cars that said
“ Buy Am eri c a n” even though the majori ty of t h e
p a rts in Am erican en gines were made in Ja p a n .
Every wh ere there was men ti on of Japan buying up
and taking over everything in Am eri c a , yet Gre a t
Britain had more corpora te own ership and inve s t-
m ent in Am erica than any other co u n try at that
ti m e . It was okay with the Am erican public for a
wh i te co u n try like England to own sixty percen t
of Am erican bu s i n e s s , yet all the fear and fru s tra-
ti on was directed tow a rd an Asian co u n try and
Asian people that own ed even less than that. Th i s
was not just an econ omic trade issu e . Lee Iacocc a
and the UAW tu rn ed it into a racist issu e .

I was a soph om ore in high sch ool wh en I re a l-
i zed what an incred i bly manipulative power patri-
o tism could be . The flag took on a men acing sen s e
of h a tred and aggre s s i on . To me, it sent a cl e a r
m e s s a ge : Am erican patri o tism is for angry wh i te
people who do not like brown peop l e . Wh en they
w ave the flag and sti ck it all over their cars and
hats and jacket s , t h ey ’re not just pro u d ; t h ey ’re
a n gry, h a tef u l , and scared . I also learn ed to fear the
dem ogra phic of people most passion a tely wavi n g
and we a ring those flags : wh i te , h etero s ex u a l ,
working class males. The majori ty of bl a t a n t
racism I have ex peri en ced in my lifetime came
d i rect ly from them . I sat in a movie theater su r-
ro u n ded by blue co llar wh i te guys screaming “k i ll
those fucking goo k s” and “f u cking Ja p s” while the
m ovie played stereo types of Asians eating dogs for
d i n n er. I was tailed by a con s tru cti on worker and
fo ll owed into the parking lot so he could tell me,
“Wh en you come to this co u n try, l e a rn how to
d rive or next time I’ll run your Jap piece of s h i t
over.” Even to this day I have very little fear goi n g
i n to Bl ack and Latino nei gh borh oods or In d i a n

Re s erva ti on s . But , I am never su re , wh et h er I’m in
Metro Detroit or in the ru ral small towns that do t
Montana and the so-call ed heartland of Am eri c a ,
i f I am stepping into hostile terri tory wh en the
l ocal dem ogra phics are blu e - co ll a r, wh i te , a n d
con s erva tive .

In co ll ege , I became very active in the As i a n
Pacific Am erican Stu dent Orga n i z a ti on , wh i ch
h el ped or ga n i ze stu dent pro tests in re s ponse to
the be a ting of Vi n cent Ch i n . In co ll ege , I hung out
pri m a ri ly with As i a n s , Bl ack s , and a few wh i te
kids deem ed “ with en o u gh soul” to hang with us.
Before that, I had lived my life trying to fit in and
be wh i te within my circle of wh i te fri ends in a
wh i te su bu rb in a ri ch wh i te sch oo l . Now, I was an
activi s t . Now, I was part of a larger movem ent for
s ocial ju s ti ce and real racial equ a l i ty. In trut h , I
was just pissed of f a bo ut all the mistre a tm ent I
h ad grown up wi t h , and now I had found a soc i a l
po l i tical co u n ter cultu re into wh i ch I could ch a n-
n el my pent up outra ge . At the ti m e , it felt amaz-
ing to learn that my ex peri en ce growing up was
s h a red by many other Asian kids. I devel oped the
l a n g u a ge to arti c u l a te how racism had affected
m e . I stu d i ed the soc i a l - po l i tical and econ om i c
l egacies of Eu ropean imperialism and co l on i a l i s m
and how they psych o l ogi c a lly affected not on ly
h ow I perceived mys el f , but also how others per-
ceive me, and why. It all su d den ly made sense at
the ti m e , and I am gra teful for the social aw a re-
ness and understanding it gave me. And yet , I was
s ti ll unhappy.

Banding toget h er in a com m on cause got old.
Even hearing people bi tch abo ut how hard it is to
be a pers on of co l or in a wh i te dom i n a ted worl d
s t a rted to get old. As a minori ty or pers on of
co l or, I was stu ck with even more ru l e s . I fel t
m ore oppre s s i on . No one ever said it, but it was
u n ders tood that you had to like hip-hop, not rock
or any of that other wh i te bo u r geois stu f f . Yo u
h ad to stu dy en gi n eering or pre - m ed or bu s i n e s s
(as if those weren’t Asian stereo types!) bec a u s e
you had to break thro u gh the glass ceiling and
s h ow the wh i te - co llar world that you could be a
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profe s s i onal too. E n glish litera tu re , the hu m a n i-
ti e s , s tudio art—those are just hobbi e s ; t h ey ’re
u s eless and have no real power to make soc i a l
ch a n ge . Th ey ’re wi m py, and that is what all the
privi l eged wh i te kids do. Most import a n t ly, yo u
cannot date out s i de . You cannot date wh i te gi rl s
or wh i te guys . That is an affront to the cause.
That means yo u’re an Asian who has been so
“ wh i te - w a s h ed ” by the dominant cultu re that yo u
c a n’t see that “brown is be a uti f u l .” Yo u’re not
a t tracted to Asian guys or gi rls because the main-
s tream cultu re tells you that Asians are ugly, a n d
you bel i eve it. Yo u’re a sell o ut . Yo u’re a coconut —
brown on the out s i de , wh i te on the inside . Yo u’re
t h i s . Yo u’re that. You can do this. You cannot do
t h a t . I wanted freedom . I wanted no pre s c ri bed
limits on what I should or shouldn’t do.

I was so angry at wh i te Am erica that I tri ed to
l e ave Am erica three ti m e s . It didn’t work . No mat-
ter wh a t , I sti ll en ded up back in Mi ch i ga n . I hated
Mi ch i ga n . I wanted to get out and go to As i a . I
w a n ted to go to Ti bet or Japan to learn how to
m ed i t a te “a ut h en ti c a lly ” and find some pe ace of
m i n d . However, the universe had other plans. I
got as far as Ann Arbor, Mi ch i ga n , wh i ch was ju s t
a forty - f ive minute drive from wh ere I was born .
My pri m a ry Buddhist te ach er, Ha ju Su n i m , was a
wh i te lady with two daugh ters . I tra i n ed with her
and I am sti ll in training with her.

I would love to think that since the time I
began med i t a ting on a regular basis and com m i t-
ted mys el f to uproo ting anger, greed , and delu s i on
that I’ve tra n s cen ded twen ty - four ye a rs of fe a r,
a n ger, and re s en tm en t . I would love to think that

Sandam Tammy Nakashima
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I ’m spiri tu a lly above that and bet ter than that. But
I ’m not. Wh en the ri ght con d i ti ons pre s ent them-
s elve s , a ll sorts of l a tent crap arises and com e s
i n to the foregro u n d . However, I ra rely think
a bo ut being an ethnic minori ty these days . O f
co u rse there are the odd mom ents in public wh en
a stra n ger or a group of s tra n gers are eyeing me
and my wi fe , who is wh i te . My brain flickers
s l i gh t ly with this voi ce that says , “Why are yo u
s t a ri n g, bro t h er ? ” I sti ll get that discom fort , e s pe-
c i a lly wh en we have stopped for gas in a small
town in the middle of n owh ere and there are re a l-
ly odd vi bes bet ween us and the loc a l s . In these
s i tu a ti ons my speech becomes exc ru c i a ti n gly
a rti c u l a te and po l i te so that wh en I open my
m o uth the most perfect sounding, accen t - f ree
E n glish flows out of i t . This is my uncon s c i o u s
w ay of s ayi n g : I ’m not a forei gn er. I was born
h ere . I ’m Am eri c a n . I am one of yo u .

I know there is nothing I can do abo ut how
people are going to re act . All I can do wh en peo-
ple are staring is simply smile back and say hell o.
And I have to trust that wh en they say hello back
to me, t h ey re a lly mean it. Even if t h ey don’t , a n d
t h ey ’re po s s i bly harboring all sorts of u n s po ken
ju d gm ents abo ut me, I can do nothing at all
a bo ut that, except be as sincere and kind as po s-
s i bl e . That might ch a n ge percepti on s , or it migh t
n o t . But wh en these situ a ti ons pre s ent them-
s elve s , I try to rem em ber that ulti m a tely I have
nothing to guard , nothing to pro tect , and nothing
to worry abo ut . Wh en I’m afra i d , it is impo s s i bl e
to be com p l etely nonvi o l ent in body, s peech , a n d
m i n d . Wh en I’m feeling defen s ive , it is impo s s i bl e
to be wh o lly non - a ggre s s ive . Wh en I’m pro tect-
ing mys el f , it is impo s s i ble to cl e a rly see and
rel a te to wh a tever seems to be thre a tening me.
Just walk ri ght into the discom fort , s m i l e , and say
h ell o.

In a wei rd twist of k a rm a , I have en ded up
te aching English classes at a voc a ti onal co ll ege . My
s tu dents are predom i n a tely blu e - co llar wh i te
m a l e s . Th ey are diesel mech a n i c s , building main-
ten a n ce , el ectri c i a n s , and wel ders . Th ey are from

s m a ll towns all over Mon t a n a . Th eir families are
ra n ch ers , m i n ers , and con s tru cti on workers . Th ey
l ove hu n ting and fishing and hate wri ting and
E n glish cl a s s e s . Every day I walk into cl a s s room s
f u ll of g uys wh om ten ye a rs ago I would have def-
i n i tely fe a red and won dered if t h ey were rac i s t . I
walk in and have to te ach them the class that most
of t h em fe a red and hated in high sch oo l , and they
don’t feel that they should have to waste time and
m on ey on an English cl a s s . Th ey proj ect hati n g
re ading and wri ting on to me, and som etimes I
proj ect my lifetime of racial oppre s s i on on to
t h em . We are working on it toget h er. Just ye s ter-
d ay, one of my stu dents storm ed out of class out-
ra ged abo ut my atten d a n ce policy and slammed
the door behind him. My first thought was
wh et h er or not he would put su gar packets in my
gas tank or va n d a l i ze my car in some other way or
come back with his hu n ting ri f l e . O f co u rs e , n on e
of that happen ed .

I have learn ed som ewhat to understand thei r
m i n d s et s — what their unspo ken anxieties are and
h ow that manifests in how they act in cl a s s , h ow
t h ey learn and don’t learn , h ow they ’ve devel oped
b ad habits and ad d i cti on s , h ow they ’ve been laid
of f , h ow they ’ve made mistakes and have regret s ,
and how they ’ve come back to sch ool to try to
m a ke it ri gh t . Even though I get fru s tra ted at
ti m e s , I am very aw a re that I can cert a i n ly harm
or help that proce s s . Rega rdless of what has hap-
pen ed to me in the past, I have to drop all that,
walk into a cl a s s room full of people who do not
want to be there , be uncom fort a bl e , t h en try to
rel a x , s m i l e , s ay hell o, con n ect as best as I can
with them , and te ach .

oBopmun Alex Alviar is a senior Dharm a

student in Maitreya Buddhist Seminary. He

lives and teaches English and creative writ-

ing classes in Missoula, Montana. 
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The narrow - m i n d ed man thinks and says ,
“This man is one of u s ;
this one is not , he is a stra n ger.”
To the man of n oble sou l ,
the wh ole of mankind is but one family.

The Hi topa d e s a

I was in the ei ghth grade . As our first assign m en t
in my Life Scien ce cl a s s , our te ach er, D r. S ton e ,
h ad us all wri te an essay in answer to the qu e s ti on :

What is your pre su ppo s i ti on? My immed i a te
re s ponse to this was: Why pre su ppose anyt h i n g ?
This is a scien ce class for Ch ri s t’s sake! Doe s n’t a
“pre su ppo s i ti on” go against obj ectivi ty? 

S ton e’s argument was that everyone opera te s
f rom a basic pre su ppo s i ti on . Ei t h er you bel i eve in
G od or you don’t . Ei t h er you accept the litera l
Bi blical account of the seven - d ay cre a ti on , or yo u
a re an unbel i ever. I sti ll rem em ber him wri ti n g
on the ch a l k boa rd that there are on ly three type s
of peop l e : the Ch ri s tian bel i ever, the agn o s ti c

A  Spiritual  Outsider’s  Education  in  Diversity

Kongsa Adam Lowis
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who can’t make up his mind, and the unbel i evi n g
i n f i del . Divers i ty was def i n i tely not his bag.

My essay in re s ponse to Dr. S tone ex p l a i n ed
that I did indeed bel i eve in God , but I thought it
foolish to rej ect outri ght the overwh elming evi-
den ce for evo luti on . I asserted that none of u s
k n ow how God work s , or could even begin to
u n derstand a su preme bei n g’s rel a ti onship to
ti m e .

Wh en I got the paper back Dr. S tone could not
come to grips with my pre su ppo s i ti on being that
I would ra t h er not pre su ppose anyt h i n g. S ton e
could on ly see dualism and po l a ri z a ti on wh ere I
s aw no con f l i ct wh a t s oever. I rem em ber the com-
m ent in red ink on the paper word for word :
“ Does this indicate a lack of bel i ef or faith in
G od ? ”

Our scien ce curri c u lum was not so mu ch a
su rvey of l i fe scien ce as an on going apo l ogeti c
tre a tise on the undisput a ble truth of the litera l
Bi blical account of c re a ti on . It was the same the
previous year in the seventh grade . I co u l d n’t
resist ch a ll en ging their tauto l ogical re a s oning on
an almost daily basis. It put me in danger of f a i l-
ing the class at ti m e s , because I would give “u n ac-
cept a bl e” a n s wers . De s p i te the fact that I had
m a ny fri ends among fell ow stu den t s , I was
l a bel ed “a t h ei s t” by many of t h em . A week co u l d
n ever go by wi t h o ut hearing the word at least a
couple of times in referen ce to mys el f .

A week arrives wh en my English and hom e-
room te ach er, M r. Bu rr, pre aches an angry ser-
m on in one of our twi ce - wee k ly ch a pel servi ce s
wh ere he ra n t s , “ I ’m ti red of this Madel ei n e
Mu rray O’ Ha re crowd around here ! ”

Never in my life have I liken ed mys el f to
Madel eine Mu rray O’ Ha re . Upon leaving the
ch a pel servi ce , my fri end Ken says to me, “ I ’m
s orry, du de . I know that was mostly directed at
yo u .”

“I know,” I sigh stru ggling to regain my com-
po su re . I ’m shaking with anxiety and nearly in
te a rs . I felt alon e . I retre a ted deep inside mys el f
wh en faced with all this. I stayed locked up in

t h ere for a very long ti m e , not wanting to con n ect
with anyon e , tru s ting vi rtu a lly no on e . I was
h e a rt - bro ken .

One year later Mr. Bu rr visits me at my house
with Bi ble in hand. I have since moved on to pub-
lic sch oo l . My mom makes me sit in the livi n g
room and listen to his talk. I don’t say mu ch . M r.
Bu rr asks me, “Are you sti ll as anti - G od as yo u
were before ? ”

I re s pond by saying absolutely nothing
t h o u gh inside I’m screaming and bu rning up. My
l i fe is a scre a m . I retreat furt h er and furt h er
i n s i de mys el f . This would be a hellish ye a r. It was
that ye a r, at fo u rteen ye a rs of a ge , that I was hos-
p i t a l i zed for the first time for being su i c i d a l . No t
h on oring divers i ty (or at the very least to l era ti n g
it) can and does cause pain, bi t terness and re s en t-
m en t . I ’d be lying if I said I was to t a lly over mine.

Th ro u gh o ut my high - s ch ool career and my
bri ef s tint in co ll ege , I was being groom ed tow a rd
becoming a profe s s i onal actor. It seems app a ren t
to everyone that this is my de s ti ny. Af ter seei n g
one of my plays , my pastor, f rom the new chu rch
yo uth group I’ve discovered , tells me how he can’t
wait to inclu de me in the chu rch’s drama tro u pe .
Wh en the time comes though , his wi fe — t h e
d i rector — a b s o lutely forbids me to parti c i p a te .
The fact that I had accepted a leading role in a
s t a ge produ cti on of Dra c u l a is com p l etely unac-
cept a ble to her, and repre s ents my “l ack of com-
m i tm ent to God ” and “l ack of f a i t h .”

Th en and there I dec i de that I’ve had my fill of
this shit. It’s painfully obvious to me that, n o
m a t ter how mu ch I try to open up to the rel i gi o u s
trad i ti on I was ra i s ed in, the message I keep get-
ting is: “Yo u’re not wel come here . You don’t think
l i ke we do.” The re s en tm ent ti gh tens in my jaw.
The psychic stress sits in my shoulders . It’s back to
the jail bet ween my ears . The lon eliness sits like
l e ad in my gut . I ’m ostrac i zed aga i n , yet never in
do u bt of my spiri tual ori en t a ti on . Wh ere do I go
f rom here? Wh a t’s next? This is the beginning of
my rebell i on—the journ ey of a spiri tual out s i der.
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Café Co s t a ri cen s e

I ’m fifteen ye a rs old. For two solid weeks four of
my fri ends and I are staying in the su bu rb of Al to
de Gu ad a lu pe , just out s i de the vast expanse of
San Jo s é , Costa Ri c a . We are doing vo lu n teer
work for a mission a ry or ga n i z a ti on . Our intent is
not to pro s elyti ze . We are helping a We s l eya n
s em i n a ry with the con s tru cti on of a new com mu-
n i c a ti ons bu i l d i n g, wh i ch wi ll inclu de cl a s s-
room s , a radio stati on , and a recording stu d i o.

A work d ay arrives wh ere I’m feeling a bit slu g-
gi s h , not having slept well . We come to our lu n ch
break and I’m re a lly craving cof fee . While my
c rew goes of f to eat, I ask one of the Ni c a ra g u a n
du des if he knows wh ere I can get a re a lly good
cup of Joe .

“S í , s í ! ” he replies exc i tedly and moti ons for
me to fo ll ow him. He leads me ac ross the street to
a “ Ma ‘n’ Pa” s tore wh ere he purchases a small
bu rlap bag of whole be a n s .

“ Lo sien to, s e ñ or,” I say. “Q u i s i era una taza
c a l i en te . Ya hech a .”

“S í ,” he replies smiling and nod d i n g. “Ven
con m i go señor. V á m on o s ! ” I fo ll ow him back to
the sem i n a ry grounds and into the little shed that
s erves as the paint crew ’s break shack . The other
g uys , who are lounging around eati n g, greet me
w a rm ly. The du de with the cof fee invi tes me to
h ave a seat as he po u rs the beans into a small el ec-
tric gri n der and starts heating a te a pot on a little
s i n gle el ectric bu rn er. As the beans are gri n d i n g,
he produ ces a small 2x4 piece of wood into wh i ch
is mounted a wi re coa t - h a n ger, bent at a nearly
ri gh t - a n gle with the oppo s i te end twi s ted into a
l oop from wh i ch hangs a gru n gy looking brown
s t a i n ed swe a t - s ock . I ’m thinking, No way! Th e
man takes the fresh grounds and po u rs them into
the dangling sock . He then places a saucep a n
u n derneath the sock app a ra tus and po u rs the
boiling water into the sock . The aroma fills the
little space in no time at all as the pan catches the
f resh brew. Never before have I seen cof fee made
this way. I ’m thinking, h ow won derful! And we in

the Di s n eyland god - realm of the U. S . of E m p i re
a re sti ll stupid en o u gh to think we need to go out
and buy hi-tech cof fee makers! The guy po u rs me
a ri ch steaming mu g - f u ll from the pan and I sit
and chat and savor my first ever cup of Ca f é
Co s t a ri cense made from a sweat sock .

So uth Dako t a

My trip we s t w a rd in 2001 was one of a few
m i xed - m a n i a , n e a rly psych o tic flying attem pts in
my life . I discovered the ri ch divers i ty of t h e
Am erican landscape from the plains of Wyom i n g
to the Co l orado Rock i e s , to the de s erts of Ut a h
and Nevad a .

Coming into So uth Dakota I’m curious abo ut
the Sioux Na ti on He ad qu a rters . Mu ch of my
a n ce s try on my father ’s side can be traced to these
peop l e . I drive up on ly to discover that vi s i ti n g
h o u rs are over, and I’m thoro u gh ly disappoi n ted
to see a plet h ora of Catholic icons scattered
every wh ere .

L a te at night I come into the famous to u ri s t
trap of Wa ll Dru g, So uth Dako t a . Af ter booking a
h o tel room I wander into a local yo kel bar and
h ave a seat at the ra i l , just watching peop l e . As I
begin to nu rse my second dra f t , the man to my
ri ght introdu ces himsel f . I bum a ciga ret te from
h i m , not having smoked in mon t h s . Wh en I ask
the man what he does for a livi n g, he tells me that
he manages a slaugh terh o u s e . Before I rush to
ju d gm ent I remind mys el f that I’m in a state
wh ere the whole econ omy is mainly driven by
meat produ cti on . The more we talk, and the more
I listen to him, the more this man reve a l s . He has
a lot of p a i n . He tells me abo ut his ex - wi fe , a two -
ye a r-old daugh ter who is severely disabl ed and
l iving on life - su pport , and the en ormous hospital
ex penses he has to pay while living a simple life .

Two a.m. comes aro u n d . The bar cl o s e s . Th e
man to my ri ght informs me that a few loc a l s
u su a lly hang out after hours and shoot dice for
n i ckel s , d i m e s , and qu a rters . He invi tes me to stay
awhile if I wi s h .
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“ Don’t you worry abo ut cop s ? ” I inqu i re .
“ Na h ,” he says . “Th ey leave us alon e . Be s i de s ,

we’re tech n i c a lly cl o s ed any w ay.”
I won der som etimes if I should pursu e

becoming an anthropo l ogi s t . Here I am in a place
not even two hours and alre ady I have assimilat-
ed mys el f this far into the local cultu re .

Upon leaving I ref l ect on the even i n g’s lesson .
It would have been very easy to get all Buddhist on
this stra n ger ’s ass and lectu re him on the “b ad
k a rm a” con s equ en ces of doing harm to animals
and wh a tn o t . In ref raining from my ju d gm en t
and accepting the man just as he is, I learn ed that
h ere was just another pers on whose du k k h a w a s
not so different from the rest of us and who was
growing thro u gh great su f feri n g. It’s hard to be a r
in mind som etimes that people we come up
a ga i n s t , h owever different they may be from us,
wh a tever tra pp i n gs of delu s i on and karma they
m ay be caught up in, a re just people trying to

work out a way to happiness and freedom . Th ere
is a danger in becoming so inflex i bly “ Bu d d h i s t”
that the bro t h ers and sisters of our human family
on ly wind up smelling the stink of i t !

Santa Mon i c a

Decem ber 2001 finds me on the west coa s t . I ’m
h om eless not even two days before this won derf u l
gi rl I meet in the Santa Monica prom en ade take s
me home to meet her Egyptian paren t s . Th ey take
me in ri ght aw ay and let me stay with them for a
time while I’m finding work . Arguing in loud
Ara bic seems to be her paren t s’ f avori te pasti m e .
I ’ve never met people of m ore gen erous heart s .
Everything yo u’ve heard abo ut Mi d dl e - E a s tern
h o s p i t a l i ty is tru e , i f not gro s s ly unders t a ted .

I get a tem pora ry job du ring the holiday ru s h
at Toys ‘ R’ Us in Santa Mon i c a . I ’m bagging in the
ch ecko ut line wh en up walks none other than

Nabi Anita Evans
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Mi ch elle Pfei fer. I don’t recogn i ze her at firs t . S h e
is dre s s ed in very simple and unassuming atti re :
well - worn jeans and a modest blue swe a ter. S h e
acts so shy and demu re behind her blu e - ti n ted
su n gl a s s e s . Wh en the cashier tells her, “I love yo u r
m ovies! My dad re a lly does too,” the actress ju s t
s h ru gs bashfully and hu m bly wh i s pers , “Th a n k
yo u .” Mi ch elle Pfei fer is buying abo ut a half-
dozen ro lls of our dra s ti c a lly redu ced - pri ce
wra pping paper du ring our after Ch ri s tmas sale.
I find this to be ex tra ord i n a ry !

Cu lver Ci ty

My stint with Toys ‘ R’ Us and the Egyptians en d s
at the tu rning of the ye a r. I ’m hom eless again for
qu i te a few mon t h s . One of the places I’m able to
find food is the Ha re Krishna Temple in Cu lver
Ci ty. I love these people! Th ey are so mu ch more
than just wei rdos who hang around airport s .
Several times a week I’m able to co ll ect lef tovers
f rom their kitch en at nigh t . O cc a s i on a lly I wo u l d
vo lu n teer in their kitch en in exch a n ge for a del i-
cious lu n ch of the Maha Pra s ad a m . I also atten d
t h eir wee k ly servi ces that are alw ays fo ll owed by a
“ Love Fe a s t .”

Pa rti c i p a ting in this Va i s h n avist form of
Hi n du kirtan (ch a n ting as a group) is tru ly a
powerful ex peri en ce . Wa tching the Pu ja ris make
t h eir wave of of feri n gs at the dei ty altars is tru ly
c a ptiva ting and en ch a n ti n g. Having the privi l ege
to parti c i p a te in this is a peak ex peri en ce for me.
I think we Buddhists are lacking this kind of f i re
p u ja at ti m e s . Au s teri ty is great and everyt h i n g,
a n d , ye s , we ch a n t , but I think we should have
f u ll - bl own drum circle “ch a n t - i n s” that rock the
h o u s e . It would be a great way of processing a lot
of pent-up em o ti onal ga rb a ge .

LA So ut h - Cen tra l

Tow a rds the early spring of 2002 I have a little
h elp with get ting an em er gency housing vo u ch er
for a hotel room in Los An gel e s , l oc a ted on the

o t h er side of the bl ock from 98th Street and
F i g u eroa . This is So ut h - Cen tral—the Cri p s’ a n d
Bl ood s’ “ga n g - l a n d .”

The first night I spend in there , I buy a pack of
s m o kes at a gas stati on after not having smoked
at all in nearly a ye a r. In this nei gh borh ood I rep-
re s ent the minori ty and also the en emy to many
peop l e . I see it in the hard angry stares I get from
a lot of bl ack and Hispanic peop l e . So it’s on ly
s m a rt to have a pe ace of feri n g. An d , in that
n ei gh borh ood , the on ly thing a ghost or de s per-
a te spirit wants most of the time is the mom en-
t a ry sati s f acti on of a squ a re . I ’ ll never for get
standing out s i de a laundromat one day wh en a
g uy comes up to me, “ Hey man, you got a ciga-
ret te ? ”

“Su re ,” I hand him on e .
“Thanks bro. Hey yo u’re not re a lly wh i te , a re

you? Yo u’re like Sicilian or som et h i n g.”
I laugh . “As long as I’m not the en emy, you can

c a ll me a purple fucking goblin for all I care .”
“ Ri ght on ,” he says ligh ting his smoke .
One night around midnight I’m walking

s o uth on Figueroa . Bet ween the 70th and 90th
S treet bl ocks this stretch of p avem ent is known as
“h oo ker all ey.” At nigh t , h a n ging out on the side-
w a l k , a re any nu m ber of va rious pro s ti tute s , de s-
pera te “c rack wh ore s ,” or under- cover cop s — wh o
l ook like pro s ti tute s — on a sti n g.

It’s a ch i lly nigh t . I walk by a woman sitti n g
n e a rly do u bl ed - over on a con c rete led ge up
a gainst a chain-link fen ce . “Are you a wh i te boy ? ”
she squ awk s .

“Ye a h , I guess so.”
“ D a m n ! ” she howl s . “Yo u’re cute . We don’t get

a lotta wh i te down here . Y ’ a ll must be loo k i n’ for
s om et h i n g.”

I know this is a hint.
An o t h er woman walks by. The two ladies know

e ach other. Th ey exch a n ge words inaudibly. All I
hear is the one asking the other, “ Do you need to
use my place for a minute ? ”

The one sitting looks up at me a mom en t , t h en
s ays , “ Na h , i t’s coo l .”
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The lady who walked up just keeps walking.
“Al ri gh t ,” she says .

“So what you doi n’ h ere ? ” s ays the woman on
the led ge .

“ I ’m stayi n’ up the street a little ways … for
n ow. How ‘bo ut yo u ? ”

“ I ’m livi n’ on the street ,” she con fe s s e s . “Yo u
got a smoke on yo u ? ”

I hand her on e . “I ain’t doi n’ mu ch bet ter
mys el f ,” I tell her. “I just have a free room for the
m om en t .”

“You know you could almost pass for a
Mex i c a n ,” she says . “Your hair’s dark en o u gh . Yo u
gotta deep en o u gh tan.”

“ I ’m just what I am, s i s ter. Ever think abo ut
h e ad i n’ we s t ? ” I su gge s t . “ It helps being aro u n d
people who got mon ey wh en yo u’re hom el e s s .”

“Ye a h , but they don’t like bl ack people out
t h ere .”

“Aa h ,” I gru m bl e . “That doe s n’t matter. Th ere’s
a ll kinds in the streets out there .”

“ Re a lly ? ”
“Ye a h . No lie.”
“ My people are here though ,” she ex p l a i n s .

“ ’ Si de s , I got probl em s . Maybe I shouldn’t tell yo u
t h i s , but I smoke rock .”

What do I say? I don’t have a clu e .
“You gonna pre ach to me?” she harp s .
“ No,” I rep ly. “ I ’d be lyi n’ i f I told you I didn’t

do anything that’s bad for me. I ’m su re you know
h ow dangerous that can be , t h o u gh . I ’m not
gonna tell you what you alre ady know. Just don’t
wind up de ad .”

“Yo u’re not like other wh i te peop l e ,” she says .
“Ta ke care ,” I say. I bum her another squ a re ,

t h en walk on .
“Yo u’re be a uti f u l ! ” She calls after me. “Yo u

k n ow that!”
I just keep walking.

One Su n d ay morn i n g, I ’m waiting for the bus on
a ben ch at the corn er of 98th Street and Fig. Th e
corpse of a de ad dog lies bl oa ted ri ght at the cor-
n er on the pavem en t , up against the curb. I ’m 

s i t ting next to a big Af rican Am erican wom a n
prob a bly old en o u gh to be my gra n d m o t h er.
Ac ross the street is a chu rch . Th ree ushers in silk
Su n d ay best are helping heft an over 300 po u n d
woman out of a big bl ack Cad i ll ac . Wh en the
woman next to me can’t take it anym ore , s h e
stands up—fed up—and starts shouting ac ross the
s treet , “ How come it takes three men to get that
lazy corn - fed woman outta her car and y’all can’t
even clean up your own bl ock ? ” She points to the
dog. “ Look at this poor thing! That dog de s erve s
bet ter than you people! You don’t even care ! ”

S h e’s like a proph et speaking truth to
hypoc risy in rel i gious guise; l i ke Je sus casti ga ti n g
the Phari s ees for “making wi de their phyl acter-
i e s .” S h e’s a voi ce crying out in the wi l dern e s s .

The Zen Cen ter of Los An geles becomes my cen-
ter of practi ce du ring my So ut h - Cen tral stay.
Maezumi Roshi establ i s h ed this com mu n i ty in
the Japanese So to trad i ti on . It’s loc a ted in the
h e a rt of “ Korea Town ,” wh i ch is actu a lly a full -
f l ed ged den s ely pop u l a ted Mexican barri o. ( L . A .
doe s n’t make a lick of s ense som etimes!) One
breezy aftern oon I’m sitting out s i de picnick i n g
with a fri end I made there .

“So, wh ere did you begin your Buddhist prac-
ti ce ? ” he asks.

“Ann Arbor,” I rep ly. “ Zen of the Korean lin-
e a ge , Son . Not mu ch different re a lly,” I decl a re .

“ Ri gh t ,” he says playf u lly. “ Except that we do it
ri ght and they do it all wron g.”

I chu ck l e . “ Ex act ly ! ”

oKongsa Adam Lowis is a writer, actor, and

poet currently living in Michigan.



Spring Wind28

Rev. Toan José Castelao



Spring Wind 29

Ven. Samu Sunim

Kw a n gse was the son of M r. Ch i n . He was born in
647 in the vi ll a ge of Hya n ga , wh i ch was loc a ted
s o uth of the capital of Si lla (Kyon g ju ) . He was
d i f ferent from other ch i l d ren . He would of ten be
found gazing at the we s tern sky for hours , obl ivi-
ous that the sun was set ti n g, or deep in the bu s h-
e s , s i t ting qu i et ly. It hu rt him deep ly to see any
animal kill ed or slaugh tered but it made him
h a ppy to see Buddhist mon k s . He would fo ll ow
t h em aro u n d . At the age of f ive wh en all his
f ri ends were playing with toys , Kw a n gse en tered
Pulguk-sa temple and shaved his head under
Priest Won j ong (Won derful Sti ll n e s s ) . At seven
wh en ch i l d ren of his age were playing “b a m boo
h ors e ,” he set to stu dying Buddhist scri ptu re s .

His Dharma name was Pusol (Floa ting Sn ow ) .
His re s o lve to fo ll ow the Way of Buddha was as

pen etra ting as the cold frost and as noble as the
l of ty pine. His mora l i ty, p u re and untainted ,
s h one like a clear lake in moon l i gh t , and his mind
was qu i et and unpertu rbed . As he became ref i n ed
in his training and his Buddhist knowl ed ge
i n c re a s ed , a ll ex pected a great spiri tual career of
h i m .

However, he felt like a go u rd vine or a cucum-
ber plant that is ex pected to bear many fruits but
is fixed wh ere it grows . He disliked ties and
a t t ach m en t s . So he cut himsel f f ree from his
prom i s ed spiri tual career and ex pect a ti ons and
s et out on a journ ey with two com p a n i on s ,
Yongjo and Yon gh i . Th ey had few de s i res and
on ly wi s h ed to lead simple and unen c u m bered
l ive s . The three of t h em were all matu re in spiri-
tual practi ce and good Dharma fri ends to on e

Buddhist Tales from the Land of Morning Calm

Layman Pusol
Originally printed in Spring Wind: Buddhist Cultural Forum, Fall 1984.
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a n o t h er. Th eir single purpose was to cultiva te the
Way of Bu d d h a .

Th eir journ ey took them to the Crown - of -
He aven Mo u n t a i n . Th ere they built a hut and
l ived on pine po ll en and water. Af ter three ye a rs
of j oy in samadhi and med i t a ti on they moved to
Ch i ri Mo u n t a i n . Th ey sel ected a su i t a ble place
bel ow the Ki n g - of - D h a rma peak and named it
Won derful Sti llness to indicate their wish to en ter
the pe aceful realm of m ed i t a ti on . Th ey lived
toget h er there in com p l ete silen ce .

For ten ye a rs they lived thu s . One day they
e ach com po s ed a poem in wh i ch they ex pre s s ed
the joy of t h eir spiri tual practi ce and life s tyle free
f rom illu s i on .

Yongjo first rec i ted his poem :

The quiet pl a ce we occ u p i ed
Was but a hut in the tre e - l i n ed mountain pa s s .

On eness cultiva ted throu gh med i t a ti o n
The ulti m a te Way attained , rejo i cing foll owed .

Who wi ll re co gn i ze the uneart h ed ja d e ?
The bi rd who picked a flower sings merri ly by itsel f .

De sol a te and deserted , no affairs to attend to ;
The single taste of D h a rma pen etra tes my wh ol e
bei n g .

Next Yon ghi rec i ted his:

On the med i t a tion hut of old pine tre e s , the moo n
s h i n e s
As cl ouds disperse on the peak of joy.

How of ten have I sharpen ed my wi sdom swo rd ?
Mo re than twi ce the ori gin of mind reve a l ed itsel f .

T h ou gh spring is yet early and desol a te ,
Mountain bi rds twi t ter from early morn i n g .

All pa rt a ke in the joy of the Un b o rn .

No need to break throu gh the ga te of the Pa tri a rch s .

F i n a lly Pusol re s pon ded with the fo ll owi n g
poem :

Pra cti cing Dharma that tra n scen d ed both sti ll n e s s
and em pti n e s s ,
We lived to get h er in a hut wh ere cl ouds and cra n e s
became our fri en d s .

Having re a l i zed the non-dual is no ot h er than
a b sol u te libera ti o n ,
Whom shall I ask the “ Fo rwa rd T h ree T h re e ,
Ba ck wa rd T h ree T h re e .” *

Lei su rely I look at the lovely flowers bl ooming in the
ga rd en ,
Un m i n d f u lly I listen to the bi rds singing by the
wi n d ow.

En ter the state of a Ta t h a gata dire ct ly,
W hy trou ble you rsel f piling up pra cti ce ?

( * hw adu (koa n ) . It appe a rs in the thirty-fifth case of The Blue Cliff Re co rd .

“Th ree Th ree” means immeasu ra ble and infinite . )

With that they left Ch i ri Mo u n t a i n . Th ey rem em-
bered that Mt. O d ae was the sac red ground for
Ma n ju s ri , the Bod h i s a t t va of Great Wi s dom , a n d
t h ey dec i ded to make a pilgri m a ge there . On thei r
j o u rn ey nort hw a rd they stayed overn i ght at the
house of M r. No Foes and Re s en tm ent who lived
near Wh i te Lo tus Pond in the distri ct of Tu nu n g
( pre s ent day Ki m j e , North Ch o lla Provi n ce ) . M r.
No Re s en tm ent was a spiri tual pers on who led a
simple and clear life . He was a devo ted fo ll ower of
the Way of Bu d d h a , and so very gl ad to receive the
t h ree mon k s . He served them with care and
re s pect and invi ted them to give him te ach i n gs on
the Bu d d h ad h a rm a . Th ey stayed up late en j oyi n g
convers a ti on .

It started to rain the fo ll owing morning as the
t h ree monks were prep a ring to con ti nue on thei r
j o u rn ey. M r. No Re s en tm ent and his wi fe urged
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t h em to po s tpone their dep a rtu re until the ra i n
s topped . It con ti nu ed to rain for the rest of t h a t
d ay and the nex t . Wh en it finally stopped the road
was very wet and mu d dy, and impo s s i ble to 
travel , so they had to stay on . However, the po s t-
pon em ent of the journ ey for the three monks pro-
vi ded an excell ent opportu n i ty for Mr. No
Re s en tm en t , who was most eager to learn as mu ch
as po s s i ble from them . He took full adva n t a ge of
t h eir stay and atten ded upon them . The three
m onks were all very moved at the sinceri ty of M r.
No Re s en tm ent and felt mu ch obl i ged to give
s p i ri tual instru cti on to the best of t h eir abi l i ty.

M r. and Mrs . No Re s en tm ent had a daugh ter.
Her name was Won derful Flower. She was ei gh-
teen ye a rs old and be a utiful but she was mute .
Wh en she first heard Pusol speak abo ut Dharm a ,
she started to cry uncon tro ll a bly. Wh en she final-
ly stopped , she su d den ly began to spe a k . M r. a n d
M rs . No Re s en tm ent were amazed . Th ey bu rs t
i n to te a rs , and their joy was wi t h o ut bo u n d s . S h e
was their on ly child and they were very mu ch
con cern ed abo ut her futu re as she approach ed
adu l t h ood . Now she could speak! What a miracl e !
But another stra n ge thing happen ed to the su r-
prise of a ll . Won derful Flower said aloud, “I mu s t
m a rry Pu s o l , I must marry Pu s o l . We mu s t
become husband and wi fe . I wi ll serve him forev-
er in this life and after.” M r. and Mrs . No
Re s en tm ent were ex trem ely em b a rra s s ed at thei r
d a u gh ter ’s beh avi or. Th ey apo l ogi zed to the ven-
era ble monks and took their daugh ter to her
room . Th ey sco l ded her sayi n g, “The ven era bl e
m onks are holy disciples of Lord Bu d d h a , wh o
h ave ren o u n ced the world in order to devo te thei r

l ives to spiri tual aw a ken i n g. How dare you ut ter
su ch non s ense before them .” However, Won derf u l
F l ower repe a ted her demand dauntlessly.
Moreover, she thre a ten ed to kill hers el f i f h er
demand was not immed i a tely met . Nothing co u l d
ch a n ge her mind.

The monks were abo ut to leave . Won derf u l
F l ower became fra n ti c . She ran to Pu s o l , t h rew
h ers el f on the ground and held him ti gh t ly by his
l eg. Wh en her parents saw this, t h ey went down
on their knees before Pusol and en tre a ted him to
s ave their daugh ter. Pusol who had rem a i n ed
u n m oved up to this poi n t , n ow re a l i zed that if h e
l eft he would be hu rting not one pers on but
t h ree , for Mr. and Mrs . No Re s en tm ent would not
l ive long if a nything disastrous happen ed to thei r
d a u gh ter. He thought abo ut his cultiva ti on of t h e
Way. All along his spiri tual practi ce had been to
f ree himsel f f rom all attach m ents in order to
reveal ori ginal mind. Now su d den ly he was faced
with cre a ting a bond that would chain him to the
worl d . He cl o s ed his eye s . No do u bt , it was an
ob s tru cti on to prevent him from advancing in his
D h a rma stu d i e s . Th erefore , he determ i n ed to
l e ave with his Dharma fri en d s . But wh en he
open ed his eye s , he saw the three innocent face s
of those kneeling in h a pch a n g before him, l oo k-
ing up at him inten t ly as if he held the key to thei r
f utu re . He became con f u s ed aga i n . He though t
a bo ut helping them wi t h o ut interru pting his
s p i ri tual training but the on ly way to accom p l i s h
that was to com bine a lay life with mon a s ti c
tra i n i n g. Su d den ly it dawn ed on him that that
was ex act ly what a great many Bod h i s a t t va s
before him had done in order to help all bei n gs .

“ Bod h i s a t t va vows , Bod h i s a t t va path,” he mu rmu red to himsel f . He su d den ly

became very happy. With a hu ge smile on his face he threw his arms in the air

and began to dance round and ro u n d .
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Di d n’t fo ll owers of the Way seek en l i gh ten m en t
for the sake of a ll bei n gs? Wa s n’t com p a s s i on for
a ll bei n gs an integral part of the Way of wi s dom
and en l i gh ten m ent that they were pursu i n g ?
Moreover, d i d n’t fo ll owers of the Way take
Bod h i s a t t va vows in order to commit them s elve s
f i rm ly to the re a l i z a ti on of the spiri tual path in
wh i ch all bei n gs are one body, and helping others
s el f l e s s ly is no other than helping on e s el f for the
a t t a i n m ent of Bu d d h a h ood ?

“ Bod h i s a t t va vows , Bod h i s a t t va path,” h e
mu rmu red to himsel f . He su d den ly became very
h a ppy. With a hu ge smile on his face he threw his
a rms in the air and began to dance round and
ro u n d . Sensing things would tu rn out well for
t h em , Won derful Flower and her parents rel a xed
s l i gh t ly but sti ll fo ll owed Pu s o l ’s every movem en t
a n x i o u s ly. F i n a lly Pusol tu rn ed to his fri ends wh o
were becoming impati ent with him and said,
“Well , my good old Dharma fri en d s , I bid yo u
f a rewell . Have a good journ ey to Mt. O d ae . I wi ll
s t ay and marry Won derful Flower. P l e a s e , don’t
for get your fri end in the worl d .” Wh en Won derf u l
F l ower and her parents heard this, t h ey were
over j oyed . Won derful Flower thanked Pusol by
holding his hand to her bo s om and repe a ti n g,
“O h , my bel oved Pusol Su n i m , Oh my bel oved
Pusol Su n i m .” Pusol gave her a light hu g. Th ey
a l re ady loo ked like a marri ed co u p l e . However,
Pu s o l ’s two monk fri ends were gre a t ly dismayed
at the tu rn a bo ut . Pusol had alw ays been thei r
m odel in spiri tual training and a con ti nual inspi-
ra ti on to them . Up s et and disappoi n ted , t h ey
tri ed to ch a n ge his mind but wi t h o ut su cce s s . So
on the day of t h eir parti n g, t h ey ex pre s s ed thei r
feel i n gs in the fo ll owing poem s :

Wi sdom wi t h out mora l i ty re su l ted in an em pty
vi ew,
In co m pl ete co m passion snared you in lustful desire .

Pra cti ce true wi sdom and co m passion in harm o ny,
A way wi ll even tu a lly open up.

The running cl ouds help the moon move ;
The wind wi ll help you re co gn i ze the ba n n ers that
hang high .

If you so understand the Way,
Un h i n d ered you wi ll rem a i n .

This was Yon g j o’s poem to Pu s o l . Yon ghi too con-
veyed his mind with this poem to his fri en d
Pu s o l :

The ba s ket of e a rth that hel ped build a high terra ce
is en ou gh to bu ry a deep po n d .

On e’s pra cti ce should be as stra i ght as spl i t ti n g
ba m b oo,
Wi t h out wh i pp i n g , it is difficult to attain the Way.

Un a ble to esc a pe the karmic bonds of t h ree lifeti m e s
You en tered the hou se of M r. No Re sen tm en t .

W h en so m ed ay you wish to pour your spill ed wa ter
ba ck
We wi ll be to get h er aga i n .

Pusol thanked his fri ends and re s pon ded :

On e’s en l i gh ten m ent perfo rms the unequall ed
a cco rding to equality;
On e’s awa kening helps those with affinity in acco rd
with non-affinity.

Le ave the co n du ct of o n e’s life to tru t h f u l n e s s , o n e’s
mind expa n d ed .
The Way of Buddha attained throu gh lay life su s-
tains one’s body.

A crystal in one’s hand can sepa ra te red and bl u e ;
The ign o rant and the wi se appear undisg u i sed
befo re the bri ght mirro r.

If one re a l i zes there’s no hindra n ce in fo rm or
sou n d ,
No need , t h en , to sit long in the mountain va ll eys .
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Upon this they shared a pot of pine tea toget h er.
Th eir feel i n gs were heav y, for they were very cl o s e
D h a rma fri ends who had spent more than fifteen
ye a rs training toget h er! Yongjo and Yon ghi were
s ti ll very mu ch disappoi n ted and did not approve
of Pu s o l ’s dec i s i on . So Pusol said warm ly to his
f ri en d s , “The Way of Buddha is con f i n ed nei t h er
to the monks and nuns nor to the laity. Nor is it
con f i n ed to the qu i et co u n trys i de or to the noi s y
m a rketp l ace . The inten ti on of a ll the Bu d d h a s
and Bod h i s a t t vas is to aid and ben efit all bei n gs
in their pursuit of pe ace and happ i n e s s . De a r
f ri ends in the Dharm a , go now. Travel wi dely,
train under different masters , and retu rn to
aw a ken your old fri end wi t h o ut fail.” Thus they
p a rted .

M r. and Mrs . No Re s en tm ent con su l ted with a
l ocal shaman and picked a prop i tious day for
Pusol and Won derful Flower to marry. On the
wedding day, vi ll a gers ga t h ered to see the ex -
Buddhist monk marry the gi rl who started to

s peak after having been mute for ei gh teen ye a rs .
Pusol disrobed and don n ed secular dress proper
for the occ a s i on . Won derful Flower was dre s s ed
in trad i ti onal wedding cl o t h e s , and loo ked as
be a utiful and happy as she could be , t h o u gh she
did not show her feel i n gs out w a rdly according to
decoru m . M r. and Mrs . No Re s en tm ent greeted
guests happ i ly and received their gi f t s .

Af ter the marri a ge Pusol tre a ted Mr. and Mrs .
No Re s en tm ent as though they were his own 
p a rents and loo ked after them with great care and
re s pect . G a rdening and farming were new to him,
but he worked hard . Every day was a full day for
Pu s o l . S ti ll , he had to find time for his daily 
devo ti on s . Just as wh en he was with his two mon k
f ri ends Yongjo and Yon gh i , he got up at three in
the morn i n g. It was sti ll very dark wh en there was
no moon l i ght and he had to be very careful not to
w a ke up his new wi fe . Wh en he came back after
washing up at the well out s i de , he re a l i zed that
t h ere was no Buddha statue tow a rd wh i ch he

First page of handwritten copy of Pusol-chon
(The Story of Pusol), preserved in Bright Moon
Temple, North Cholla Province, Korea.
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could direct his devo ti on s . So he went out and
found two big ston e s , one almost five times bi g-
ger than the other. Wh en his wi fe wo ke up at day-
bre a k , Pusol spo ke to her and got her perm i s s i on
to en s h rine the two big stones in the corn er of
t h eir room . He cl e a n ed and washed the ston e s
c a ref u lly and bro u ght them inside . Wh en he
p l aced one on top of the other they ro u gh ly
re s em bl ed a stone Bu d d h a , and he was very gl ad .

Every morning he would of fer a bowl of w a ter
before the stone Buddha and perform pro s tra-
ti on s . Th en he would sit in med i t a ti on ti ll day-
bre a k . He was very careful and very qu i et du ri n g
a ll this. But one morning wh en his wi fe re ach ed
over to hug him in her sleep, she found no on e
t h ere . Al a rm ed , she wo ke up. Th en she saw som e-
thing bobbing up and down in the dark . It was no
o t h er than her husband doing pro s tra ti ons before
the two big ston e s . Wh en she saw this she was
s ei zed with anger. She threw her quilt over him
with a shout . “S top this non s en s e . Don’t preten d
you are a monk now ! ” Wh en it became ligh t ,
Won derful Flower got up and threw out the water
bowl and the two big ston e s .

Now Pusol had lost both Buddha and altar.
Th en it occ u rred to him that Won derful Flower
was a Bu d d h a , a living on e . “Why did I not think
a bo ut it before ,” he sco l ded himsel f . “O f co u rs e ,
bet ter to do pro s tra ti ons before a living Bu d d h a
than a stone Bu d d h a .” So wh en he got up the fo l-
l owing morning he went out s i de and picked up
the bro ken bowl . He bro u ght spring water in the
bro ken bowl and caref u lly placed it in front of t h e
s l eeping Buddha and started doing pro s tra ti on s .
One morning wh en Won derful Flower wo ke up

e a rly she found Pusol sitting moti onless ri ght in
f ront of h er nose. Af raid that he had gone out of
his mind com p l etely or was de ad , she started cry-
i n g. Pusol came out of his samadhi and tri ed to
console her. She began to cry more loudly, a n d
bet ween sobs she reproach ed him sayi n g, “Yo u’re
no good , yo u’re no good .” Pusol felt terri bl e , so he
s t a rted apo l ogi z i n g. He began bowing before her
in accord a n ce with the Korean custom for for-
given e s s . Th i s , h owever, u p s et her more bec a u s e
m en and husbands trad i ti on a lly do not bow
before wom en . So she flew into a ra ge and
s c re a m ed at him, “G et out of h ere . G et out .”

Com p l etely perp l exed , Pusol appe a l ed to her
and said, “ But I am your hu s b a n d . I am marri ed
to yo u .”

“ No, yo u’re just a mon k . You don’t know how
to love a wom a n ,” shot back Won derful Flower.

“Th a t’s not tru e . I love all bei n gs ,” pro te s ted
Pu s o l , s ti ll perp l exed .

“O h , yo u’re du m b. I said you don’t know how
to love wom en .”

“I love wom en too.”
“O h , yo u’re du m b. I used to think I was du m b.

Now yo u’re du m ber than I am. G et out of h ere .
Do your Buddha thing som ewh ere el s e .”

“Can I perform my morning devo ti ons som e-
wh ere else in the house?”

“Ye s , but just don’t scare me in the morn i n g.”
“Wh ere can I do my morning devo ti on s ? ”
“O h , you dumb mon k . I don’t care . Why don’t

you go build your precious Buddha altar in the
s ti n ky cows h ed .”

“Can I do that, re a lly ? ”
“Ye s , you can. Now get out of my sigh t .”

The Way of Buddha is con f i n ed nei t h er to the monks and nuns nor to the

l a i ty. Nor is it con f i n ed to the qu i et co u n trys i de or to the noisy marketp l ace .
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Pusol was most happy. He had obt a i n ed from
his wi fe perm i s s i on to build a Buddha altar in the
cows h ed . Im m ed i a tely he got to work cleaning a
corn er of i t . Th en he re a l i zed that he was distu rb-
ing the cow who was looking at him with her bi g
i n n ocent eye s , perhaps won dering what Pu s o l
was doing in her house. So Pusol bowed to her
and apo l ogi zed . Pusol then bro u ght the two bi g
s tones and set them up one on top of the other
and placed the bro ken bowl before it. The altar
l oo ked fine to him and he was very happy. He
tu rn ed to the cow and bowed to her in deep gra t-
i tu de . Every morning before he perform ed his
devo ti onal practi ce he bowed to the cow and
t h a n ked her. The Dharma room in the cows h ed
s erved Pusol very well for his spiri tual tra i n i n g.
For ye a rs the cow and Pusol shared the shed
toget h er in the morning and they became very
good fri en d s . The cow alw ays seem ed to be aw a ke
ch ewing cud. Pusol envi ed the cow and wi s h ed
that he too could alw ays be aw a ke . Even tu a lly
Pusol built a med i t a ti on hut next to the cows h ed
and moved his Dharma room there .

Won derful Flower did not at all like Pu s o l
s l i pping out of the room in the middle of t h e
n i gh t , l e aving her cold and alone in bed , but she
did not know what to do with the dumb mon k .
She would put up with him for a wh i l e , t h en she
would scold him with a barra ge of i n su l ti n g
word s . Her favori te insult was, “Yo u’re nei t h er
m onk nor laym a n . You are just no good and noth-
ing thro u gh and thro u gh . G ood for No t h i n g ! ” But
Pusol liked that. He thought his wi fe was de s c ri b-
ing the won derful unob s tru cted stage of a
Bod h i s a t t va ra t h er well . So he would alw ays bow
and thank her wi t h o ut word s . M r. and Mrs . No
Re s en tm ent deep ly regret ted their daugh ter ’s
beh avi or. But Pusol did not mind and alw ays
worked hard in order to su pport the family.

In the ye a rs that fo ll owed , Won derful Flower
and Pusol had two ch i l d ren , a boy and a gi rl . Th e
boy ’s name was Riding Cloud and the gi rl ’s name
Bri ght Moon . M r. and Mrs . No Re s en tm ent spen t

most of t h eir time looking after their gra n dch i l-
d ren . Th ey do ted on them . But they were get ti n g
o l d , and one cold wi n ter Mrs . No Re s en tm ent fell
i ll . She ran a high fever and died five days later.
Pusol dug the frozen ground and bu ri ed her. M r.
No Re s en tm ent wept bi t terly and did not eat for
ten days . He loo ked like a man who had been
s wept aw ay in a flood and driven ashore on an
i s l a n d . He ra rely spo ke afterw a rd s , and a ye a r
l a ter he died wi t h o ut ill n e s s . Pusol dug the frozen
ground and bu ri ed him next to his wi fe . A few
d ays before he died , M r. No Re s en tm ent call ed
Won derful Flower. He told her that her hu s b a n d
was a Bod h i s a t t va and asked her to treat him wi t h
the reveren ce and re s pect due to a Bod h i s a t t va .
Won derful Flower retorted , “Wh a t’s that, t h i s
Bod h i s a t t va? Is it som ething like the Bu d d h a ,
wh i ch he has been trying to invo ke? Wh a tever it
i s , it must be som ething re a lly bad . I can assu re
you I have been tre a ting him as well as his du m b-
ness de s erve s .” M r. No Re s en tm ent said no more
and died three days later.

F i f teen ye a rs had passed since Pusol marri ed
Won derful Flower. Pusol knew his karmic ti e
with the No Re s en tm ent family was drawing to
an en d . Af ter he tu rn ed fifty-six ye a rs old, Pu s o l
s pent more and more time in his Dharma room
n ext to the cows h ed . Som etimes he was not seen
o ut s i de for days . F i n a lly he told Won derf u l
F l ower, Riding Cloud and Bri ght Moon that he
h ad an attack of p a ra lysis and so had to stay in his
D h a rma room all the ti m e . So sayi n g, Pusol shut
h i m s el f of f f rom the out s i de . Two ye a rs later he
came out of his Dharma room . He loo ked fine
and healthy. Th ere was no sign of his having su f-
fered a stro ke or ill n e s s . He went around doi n g
the nece s s a ry things in his usual ord i n a ry way. As
t h ey grew up, Riding Cloud and Bri ght Moon
l e a rn ed from Pusol the Way of Buddha and
D h a rm a .

Twen ty ye a rs had gone by since Yongjo and
Yon ghi parted with Pu s o l . Having vi s i ted differ-
ent places and tra i n ed under different te ach ers in
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the nort h , Yongjo and Yon ghi were passing
t h ro u gh Tu nung again on their way back to Ch i ri
Mo u n t a i n . Th ey were curious abo ut their Dharm a
f ri end Pu s o l . In the vi ll a ge they inqu i red abo ut
M r. No Re s en tm ent and learn ed he and his wi fe
h ad died several ye a rs ago. Wh en they arrived at
the old house of M r. No Re s en tm ent they saw two
ch i l d ren playing out s i de . Yongjo and Yon gh i
l oo ked at each other and smiled . The ch i l d ren
cl o s ely re s em bl ed Pusol so the monks call ed out
and asked them wh ere their father was. The ch i l-
d ren said ch eerf u lly to the stra n gers that thei r
f a t h er was in the Dharma room “doing the
Buddha thing,” for that was what their mother
u s ed to say wh en ever they asked her abo ut wh a t
t h eir father was doi n g. The ch i l d ren then took the
s tra n gers to the cows h ed . The two monks were
su rpri s ed and puzzled . The ch i l d ren gi ggl ed to
e ach other and ran out .

Soon Pusol came out of his Dharma room and
greeted his old fri en d s . Pu s o l ’s happiness knew
no bo u n d s . He call ed Won derful Flower and the
t wo ch i l d ren to greet his old fri ends and serve
t h em with ref re s h m en t s . Won derful Flower knew
well that though Pusol was dumb and good for
n o t h i n g, the two monks were differen t . At least,
she knew that they were good for som et h i n g. So
she served them with due atten ti on and re s pect .
Pusol himsel f a t ten ded upon his two fri ends and
m ade them feel at hom e . Af ter they had rel a xed ,
t h ey asked each other abo ut their tra i n i n g. Pu s o l
said he had been busy working in the field and
l ooking after his family and had hardly had ti m e
for spiri tual tra i n i n g. It was then that Yon ghi said
in a fri en dly way, “ It’s been twen ty ye a rs since yo u
s t a rted leading a sec u l a r, m a rri ed life . Now yo u
h ave two ch i l d ren and they are big en o u gh to ru n
errands and help their mother. Your wi fe appe a rs
s trong and capable of h a n dling the household by
h ers el f , so join us now in leading a hom eless life
for the rest of your life .” Yon ghi then rem i n ded
Pusol of the bro ken bottle and spill ed water, a n
a llu s i on he made in his poem on the occ a s i on of
t h eir leave-taking twen ty ye a rs before wh en Pu s o l

dec i ded to marry Won derful Flower. Yongjo and
Yon ghi urged Pusol to re sume spiri tual tra i n i n g
and pour back in a new bottle the water he had
s p i ll ed .

Pusol thanked his two old fri ends sincerely for
t h eir en co u ra gem ent but said qu i et ly, “ It’s been a
l ong time since I made disti n cti ons like hom el e s s
l i fe and household life . I have seen that our
Buddha natu re does not ch a n ge in spite of wh a t
we do and wh ere we are . So I have done what I
could and have no regret s . I fo ll ow the natu ra l
co u rse of events but do not seek anything in par-
ti c u l a r.” Th ereu pon Pusol had his two ch i l d ren
bring their three play bottles and fill them wi t h
s pring water. Th en he had the water bottles ti ed
to the beam bel ow the eave s . Pusol tu rn ed to his
t wo fri ends and said, “ L i ke our Buddha natu re ,
w a ter does not have a fixed form of its own , s o
w a ter can be con t a i n ed in many different shape s
of ve s s els but it remains the same in its natu re
and essen ce .” With that, Pusol asked his fri ends to
s tri ke their water bottles with a sti ck and bre a k
t h em . Th eir bottles bro ke and water spill ed on
the gro u n d . Th en Pusol picked up a sti ck and
s tru ck his water bo t t l e . The bottle bro ke but the
w a ter rem a i n ed in the air, f l oa ting wh ere the bo t-
tle had been . The two monks were amazed .

Pusol apo l ogi zed for su rprising them this way.
He said, “I just wanted to show you that the bo t-
tles can be bro ken like our physical body but
w a ter remains free from de s tru cti on . It is the
same with our Buddha mind. Our Buddha mind
is free and not su bj ect to the cycle of bi rt h - a n d -
death because it is our unborn mind.” Pu s o l
tu rn ed to his two monk fri ends and asked them
to help his two ch i l d ren en ter the Way of Bu d d h a .
Th en he tu rn ed to his ch i l d ren and said, “Af ter I
am gon e , fo ll ow the two ven era ble mon k s . Th ey
a re your father ’s old fri ends and wi ll look after
you here a f ter. S tu dy and train in the trad i ti on of
Buddhas and all great Bod h i s a t t va s . At t a i n
en l i gh ten m ent for the ben efit of a ll bei n gs . Do
not gri eve . I wi ll alw ays be with you in the
D h a rm a . I wi ll be at your side in difficult ti m e s
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and guide and pro tect yo u . Rem em ber what I
h ave said.” Af ter that Pusol tu rn ed to Won derf u l
F l ower and said, “I have been happy being wi t h
you all this wh i l e . But like all things in life we
must part now. Please take care of yo u rs el f .” Pu s o l
h eld Won derful Flower ’s hands for a short wh i l e .
F i n a lly Pusol tu rn ed to his fri ends again and
t h a n ked them for coming to see him. He rec i ted
the fo ll owing vers e :

Eyes see no sigh t , no discri m i n a tion rem a i n s ;
Ea rs hear no sou n d , no dispu te rem a i n s ;
Di scri m i n a tion and dispu te all exti n g u i s h ed :
Mind-Buddha appe a rs of i t sel f for one’s ref u ge .

Af ter rec i ting the verse Pusol qu i et ly passed aw ay.
His body was crem a ted according to Bu d d h i s t
c u s tom . Yon ghi and Yongjo took Pu s o l ’s ashes to
Ch i ri Mo u n t a i n , and bu rn ed them in an urn in
f ront of Won derful Sti llness wh ere they had
tra i n ed toget h er for ten ye a rs , and erected a stu p a
in his mem ory on the sout h ern hill near the bu r-
ial gro u n d .

Af ter his death some of the Dharma son gs
that Pusol com po s ed for people at work were
bro u ght to the atten ti on of the Buddhist cl er gy
and circ u l a ted . Un fortu n a tely, most have been
lost except for two that were wri t ten down in
Ch i n e s e .

Four Fleeting Son gs

Countless as ba m b oo shoots one’s family may 
nu m ber;
Hi gh as a mountain one’s hoa rd of tre a su re may be ;
But alone and em pty - h a n d ed one depa rts at death.
Think of it: how em pty and futi l e !

Da i ly one travels the du s ty road of a m bi ti o n
The high er one cl i m b s , the cl o ser the en d .
Death cares not for status and ach i evem en t .
Think of it: how em pty and futi l e !

On e’s spe e ch may be swe et , o n e’s el oq u en ce 

t h u n d erou s ;
On e’s pro se may be lof ty, o n e’s verses su perb ;
Yet these only stren g t h en one’s illusion of sel f h ood .
Think of it: how em pty and futi l e !

Ref reshing as a down pour one’s Dharma talk may
be ,
Causing heaven ly flowers to fall and stone heads to
n od .
Yet knowl ed ge alone cannot save one from bi rt h
and death.
Think of it: how em pty and futi l e !

Ei ght Lines of Su ch n e s s

This way or that way, l et it be ;
As the wind bl ows , as the waves ri se , l et it be .

Treat your guest acco rding to your means;
B uy and sell as the market bi d s .

W h et h er po rri d ge or ri ce , h elp you rsel f ;
W h et h er ri ght or wro n g , l et it be .

T h ou gh things may not suit you well ;
Le ave them alone, and let them be .

Af ter the crem a ti on servi ce of t h eir father, Ri d i n g
Cloud and Bri ght Moon fo ll owed Yongjo and
Yon gh i , s h aved their heads and joi n ed the mon a s-
tic sangha for tra i n i n g. Af ter five ye a rs of form a l
training in the mon a s tery as novi ce mon k s ,
Riding Cloud and Bri ght Moon met again and
went to Puan in Ch o lla Provi n ce and built a tem-
ple there to train toget h er. Th ey hired a man to
h elp out in the temple while they were in tra i n i n g.
However, the handyman had a lu s tful de s i re for
Bri ght Moon . He approach ed her and made an
e a rnest plea for making love with him. Bri gh t
Moon talked the matter over with Riding Cl o u d
and asked him if she should refuse or accept su ch
a requ e s t . Riding Cloud said, “ If he wants it so
b adly, it may not hu rt to all ow him to do that.” So
Bri ght Moon all owed the man to make love to her.
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Af terw a rds Riding Cloud asked Bri ght Moon
what it was like . “ It felt like som eone bra n d i s h i n g
his pole in the em pty sky,” said Bri ght Moon . No t
l ong after that, the man approach ed Bri ght Moon
a gain for sex . Bri ght Moon sought Riding Cl o u d
a gain and asked his op i n i on on the matter. Ri d i n g
Cloud said, “ It would not hu rt to all ow him to do
that aga i n .” So Bri ght Moon all owed the man to
h ave sex with her for the second ti m e . Af terw a rd s
Riding Cloud asked Bri ght Moon abo ut her ex pe-
ri en ce . “ It felt like som eone brandishing his po l e
in mu d dy water,” said Bri ght Moon . Som eti m e
a f ter that the man asked for sex for the third ti m e .
Bri ght Moon sought Riding Cloud again and
a s ked for his op i n i on . Riding Cloud said, “ It
would not hu rt to all ow him on ce more .”
Af terw a rds Riding Cloud asked Bri ght Moon
a bo ut her ex peri en ce . “ It felt like som eone making
solid con t act with his po l e ,” she said. The mom en t
Riding Cloud heard that, he was alarm ed . He
w a rn ed Bri ght Moon , “You must get en l i gh ten ed
or die.” Th en he said the way to get en l i gh ten ed
was to kill the man. Th ey made a big fire in the
k i tch en . Wh en the firewood was all agl ow, Bri gh t
Moon call ed the man and asked him to sel ect
ch a rcoal for iron i n g. As he bent over in the fire-
p l ace , Bri ght Moon pushed him in with all her
force . The man made a de s pera te attem pt to
e s c a pe , but Riding Cl o u d , who was standing near-
by, k i cked him into the fire and the man was
bu rn ed to de a t h .

Riding Cloud said to Bri ght Moon , “We mu r-
dered a man. Mu rderers are de s ti n ed for the low-
est of h ells wh ere pain and punishment con ti nu e
wi t h o ut interm i s s i on . The on ly way out of that is
to be en l i gh ten ed . Unless we get en l i gh ten ed
i m m ed i a tely we are doom ed .” Fu lly aw a re of t h e
grave con s equ en ces of t h eir acti on they bega n
yo n gm a eng ch o n g j i n t h en and there . In the mean-
ti m e , the spirit of the man who met the tra gi c
death appe a red before the King of t h e
Un derworld and com p l a i n ed vi goro u s ly abo ut the
mu rderous acts com m i t ted by Riding Cloud and
Bri ght Moon and dem a n ded swift punishmen t .

Wh en the King heard the story he was en ra ged ,
and immed i a tely sent his po l i cem en to arre s t
Riding Cloud and Bri ght Moon . However, every
time they came, t h ey found Riding Cloud and
Bri ght Moon deep in med i t a ti on . Th ey waited for
t h em to rise to go to the bathroom or to eat or
s l eep, but they nei t h er fell asleep nor ro s e . Th ey
were alw ays alert and aw a ke in med i t a ti on . So the
po l i cem en of the King of the Un derworld failed to
a rrest Riding Cloud and Bri ght Moon . Ri d i n g
Cloud and Bri ght Moon attained en l i gh ten m en t
a f ter one wee k .

Af ter en l i gh ten m en t , Riding Cloud wro te a
l et ter to the King of the Un derworld ex p l a i n i n g
t h eir situ a ti on . Wh en the King re ad the let ter, h e
h ad sym p a t hy for the situ a ti on they were in and
t h erefore for gave them on the strength of t h ei r
s p i ri tual attainmen t . This story is part of oral tra-
d i ti on and has been circ u l a ted among the Kore a n
Zen monks in Ch o lla Provi n ce in order to inspire
t h em for yon gm aeng ch on g j i n .

It was said that Riding Cloud did farm i n g
while Bri ght Moon worked at a loom we avi n g.
Th ey lived apart from each other. Af ter they died
the places wh ere they lived were tu rn ed into tem-
ples and call ed “ Riding Cl o u d ” and “ Bri gh t
Moon” re s pectively. Bri ght Moon Temple sti ll
remains in the distri ct of Sa n n ae , Pu a n , Nort h
Ch o lla Provi n ce , and is noted for its scenic be a u-
ty. In this temple is pre s erved a handwri t ten copy
of Pu sol - chon (the story of Pu s o l ) .

Af ter the ch i l d ren were gon e , Won derf u l
F l ower became a very hard working wom a n . L i ke
a strong man she did everything by hers el f . S h e
m a i n t a i n ed her vi t a l i ty until late in her life , s t ay-
ing active even in her nineti e s . As she grew old
she stu d i ed ch a n ting from a devo tee in the vi ll a ge
in order to keep her mind calm. She learn ed that
t h ere were many names of Buddhas and
Bod h i s a t t vas for ch a n ti n g, so she asked the devo-
tee wh i ch name she should ch a n t . “Chant the
name of the one with wh om you feel the most
a f f i n i ty,” said the devo tee . Won derful Flower then
rec a ll ed what her father told her a few days before
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he died . He had said, “ Pusol is a Bod h i s a t t va .” “ If
Pusol is a Bod h i s a t t va , I might as well chant his
name because I have most affinity with him no
m a t ter what happen ed ,” she though t . Thu s
Won derful Flower began to chant “ Pusol Po s a l
( Bod h i s a t t va ) , Pusol Po s a l , Pusol Po s a l … ” S h e
ch a n ted ce a s el e s s ly with devo ti on for more than
t wen ty ye a rs . It was said one could alw ays hear
“ Pusol Po s a l , Pusol Po s a l . . .” f rom her house any
time of the day and late at nigh t . People in the vi l-
l a ge sel dom saw her out s i de her house after she
s t a rted ch a n ti n g. Wh en they did see her, s h e
would recogn i ze them with a qu i et smile and
n od . She was a different pers on . She lived to be
one hu n d red and ten ye a rs old. People in the vi l-
l a ge said that Won derful Flower lived four or five

d i f ferent lives in her lifeti m e . Af ter she died , h er
house was tu rn ed into a Buddhist temple accord-
ing to her wi s h , and the temple was call ed Pu s o l
Bod h i s a t t va Tem p l e . The Dharma room wh ere
Pusol tra i n ed in med i t a ti on and attained en l i gh t-
en m ent and the cows h ed were made into a
Buddha hall wh ere Pu s o l ’s stone Buddha and
bro ken water bowl were du ly en s h ri n ed alon g
with the be ads that Won derful Flower had used
for ch a n ti n g. For a long time after, Pu s o l
Bod h i s a t t va Temple rem a i n ed a place of s p i ri tu a l
devo ti on for people in the vi ll a ge .o

View from Bright Moon Temple, North Cholla Province, Korea. Buddhist Society for Compassionate Wisdom archives.
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Buddhist Society for Compassionate Wisdom

Zen Buddhist Temple, Mexico City
On December 16th, 2004 Ven. Samu Sunim came
for his annual teaching trip to Mexico. Trying this
s treet and that, we found our way thro u gh heav y
traffic to our temple in Co l onia Rom a . Th a t
evening Sunim gave a talk at “Yu g,” a veget a ri a n
restaurant in the heart of Mexico City, that was well
a t ten ded . The next day we took a “m i c ro” to an
interview at Radio Educación. A micro is a kind of
s m a ll bus well known for the barb a ric driving of
their young drivers. Sunim sat cross-legged next to
the driver’s seat, “at home in the universe,” as com-
fortable as a child on an adventure.

Sunim gave a second talk at Al m a - Zen boo k-
store in Coyoacán, a colorful, colonial-style area in
the south of the city. The next day we held a medi-
tation workshop at Creser Center and Sunim gave
a talk at Aiki-Calli, a respected Aikido school.

On Su n d ay we retu rn ed to Coyoac á n . Su n i m
gave a talk in Leon Tro t s ky ’s House & Mu s eu m .
Leon Trotsky lived in Mexico as a political refugee
until his assassination. That afternoon, Sunim per-
formed a beautiful Flower Wedding Ceremony for
Ma n gong Gabri el Ortega and Agong Mónica
Ma rtínez at the Cen tro Budista de la Ciu d ad de
México.

The following day we left for Acapulco Bay for
a much-needed rest, accompanied by two Korean
nu n s , Kyon ghun Sunim and her vi s i ting fri en d .
Kyon ghun Sunim directs Kw a nu m - s a , a tem p l e
s erving the fast-growing Korean com mu n i ty. We
stayed for four days. Every day for lunch the nuns
cooked rice for us in their tiny crockpot, accompa-
nied by kimchi and Korean pickles.

The Yon gm aeng Ch ongjin took place on ce aga i n
in Ta p a l ehu i , a be a utiful com p l ex in the town of
X oxocotla in Morel o s . It is built on uneven terra i n ,
with ri ch veget a ti on and a stream that flowed alon g
with our med i t a ti on . We had a strong retreat wi t h

a bo ut forty parti c i p a n t s . Af terw a rds el even peop l e
took part in the Precept - Taking Cerem ony, receiv-
ing Dharma names with the com m on root “ Ma .”

Sunim and I drove southeast to the Yu c a t á n
Peninsula, hoping to find a secluded spot for rest,
re ad i n g, and practi ce . We stayed two days — a n d
t wo sleepless nights—at the Sian Kan Bi o s ph ere
Reserve. There they offer accommodations in tents
that stand atop wooden platforms just meters from
the seashore. The wind was so strong that at night
every inch of the tent—and the wooden structure
as well—was vi bra ti n g. It was won derful to sit
amid the roar of the vi bra ti ons and the con s t a n t
beating of the waves. Quite a Dharma talk!

In Méri d a , the ch a racter of our trip ch a n ged .
This year marks the 100th anniversary of the first
w ave of Korean immigra n t s , who set t l ed in the
Yucatán Pen i n su l a . In qu i ries took us to the ti ny
town of Lepan, where one hundred years earlier the
h en equén plant was cultiva ted for its fiber.
E n ormous labor was requ i red to cut the spri n g
leaves and many young Koreans responded to the
recruitment campaign, full of hope for a better life.
Sunim intervi ewed second and third gen era ti on
members of the Song family. We were touched by
the sinceri ty, hu m bl eness and en du ra n ce of t h e s e
peop l e , whose ance s tors en du red near slave - l a bor
conditions.

Upon our return on January 16th, we celebrat-
ed Su n i m’s twen ti eth annivers a ry of te aching in
Mexico. It was a joyous occasion with our temple
filled beyond capacity. Sunim shared some Dharma
word s , t h en mem bers and fri ends from past and
present expressed their experiences of practice with
us through these twenty years.

Sunim left Mex i co the next day, fo ll owing a
breakfast with the Korean community. Hasta luego,
Sunim! 
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Each Day, Good Day, Ucchin Chang
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The seven - week old baby I spo ke abo ut at our
tem p l e’s bi a n nual mem bership meeting doe s n’t
exist anym ore . Now I spend my days and nigh t s
with a ten - week old baby who listens and watch-
es and drinks me up with his eye s . He too is dis-
a ppe a ri n g. So in the three weeks since my te ach er
Sunim asked me to wri te down some of the ob s er-
va ti ons I had made abo ut new motherh ood , o u r
world has ch a n ged aga i n . Mo t h ering is imperm a-
n en ce in fast forw a rd .

Birth
My son came into the worl d , as all babies do,
com p l ete and perfect . He knew how to su ckle and
s l eep and was at pe ace with the world and every-
one who inhabi ted it. He accepted us all wi t h
equ a n i m i ty: his fra n tic gra n d m o t h er (his was a
ru s h ed and indu ced bi rth bro u ght on by an

u m bilical cord looped twi ce around his neck ) , t h e
ef f i c i ent nu rs e s , and me, his gen t ly te a rful milk-
bar and horm on e - s a tu ra ted ad m i rer. He knew
n ei t h er past nor futu re , and requ i red on ly that I
s t ay in each mom ent with him. So for weeks that’s
what I did. I tri ed to be in each mom ent wi t h
h i m , as he nu rs ed (my practi ce keeping him com-
p a ny, s welling up from my abdom en and pulsing
o ut with my milk, constant and primal and wi s e ) ,
as he cri ed with gas pain (Kw a n s eum Po s a l , my
s weet love ) . And most espec i a lly in those few
m om ents wh en he seem ed alert and qu i et , I tri ed
to find out who he is.

Wh en the Buddha was born , the legend goe s ,
he immed i a tely stood up and shouted , “I am the
Bu d d h a , and no one is gre a ter than me!” The joke
is that every baby ’s cry at bi rth is saying just that:
“I am the Bu d d h a , and no one is gre a ter than
m e ! ” I like that story. Cert a i n ly, the cry of a 

Being with Baby
Bobhyang Maureen Sharp
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n ewborn child says “ Pay atten ti on! This is impor-
t a n t ! ” My husband and I had shouted as mu ch
o u rs elves on many a cold pred awn morning in
su cce s s ive candle-lit Toron to tem p l e s . S h a pel e s s
forms rise and fall twen ty - f ive times in a gri m
rhyt h m , and then all stop and shout “Great is the
m a t ter of bi rth and de a t h ! ” before moving on to
the next twen ty - f ive pro s tra ti on s . I think now
that I never unders tood this as more than a slo-
gan—and a useful milestone on the way to bre a k-
f a s t . Nei t h er bi rth nor death had yet wra pped
i t s el f a round the marrow in my bones and
s qu ee zed until I ga s ped , l i ke it did wh en my son
slid in one instant from me and into this lifeti m e .
One instant va n qu i s h ed my out w a rd - l ooking life ,
and I left the vast ch i l d ’s world of s el f - l ove and
became an adult in a very small worl d . My son’s
n eed did this to me. His need for me to be pre s en t
and aw a re and foc u s ed on him was the first of h i s
m a ny gi f t s .

Those of us who are lu cky en o u gh to be wi t-
ness to som eone el s e’s bi rth know that the
en co u n ter is full and true and vital to every livi n g
t h i n g. Sunim is alw ays urging us tow a rd aut h en ti c
ex peri en ce s , wh i ch he de s c ri bes as “ i n ti m a te ,
i m m ed i a te , s pon t a n eous and obvi o u s .” Bi rth ti ck s
of f a ll four! I want to rem em ber the feel i n gs
a t t ach ed to the most aut h en tic ex peri en ce of my
l i fe forever, but alre ady I am beginning to intel-
l ectu a l i ze it, and the con s tru cted mem ory is
rep l acing the spon t a n eous ex peri en ce . Peop l e
k n ow what I mean. Som ething similar happen s
a f ter a mom ent of su d den cl a ri ty while sitting on
your cushion . In my mind I rep l ay those mom en t s
in a hospital bed , w a tching the pred awn gl ow of
the coming day spre ad itsel f over the majesti c
form of L a ke Ontario out s i de the wi n dow. How
can I tell you what happen ed to me wh en I gave
bi rth to a child? Great is the matter of bi rth and
death! My ob s tetrician tells me that no matter
h ow many babies he del ivers (and he is of an age
to have del ivered gen era ti on s ) , every single one is
a thri ll and cre a tes a rush for all those pre s en t .
The nu rse who watch ed over us all night in the

del ivery ward would not go home wh en her shift
en ded , but , n o t withstanding that she must see at
least a couple of bi rths every working day of h er
l i fe and de s p i te having two ch i l d ren of h er own to
go home to, she happ i ly stayed to see our son safe-
ly into the worl d . “I wo u l d n’t miss it!” she told us.
And I stayed aw a ke that night while my baby and
my husband slept , s t a ring tra n s f i xed and thinking
over and over: “ I ’m so happy, I ’m so happy, I ’m 
so happy. . . .”

Growth
Mu h a n , our temple priest and re s i dent saint,
ad m i res the baby: “ He is a Bu d d h a . Soon he wi ll
be a human bei n g, but for now he is sti ll a
Bu d d h a .” I know what he means. It’s the same as a
s tory my mother heard on CBC radio (and there-
fore bel i eves to be tru e ) . In this story, a young gi rl
keeps nagging her parents to be all owed to be lef t
a l one with her newborn sister. The parents re s i s t ,
because they cannot understand her motives and
do not trust her. The child pers i s t s , a n d , f i n a lly,
t h ey all ow the gi rl to be alone with the baby wh i l e
t h ey sec ret ly listen in over the baby mon i tor. “Tell
me abo ut God ,” the eave s d ropping parents hear
the child say to the baby, “ I ’m beginning to for-
get .” I cannot prevent my son from acqu i ri n g
human-ness any more than I wi ll be able to give
him back his Bu d d h a h ood on ce it becom e s
bu ri ed . I cannot rem em ber mu ch of what God is
l i ke , but I can show my son thro u gh example the
Ei gh tfold Pa t h , and in doing so, s a feg u a rd my own
h a pp i n e s s .

Every day my son reminds me of the pre-
ciousness and brevi ty of l i fe . Every mom ent in his
pre s en ce is a lesson in imperm a n en ce . Every step
he takes tow a rd pers on h ood and indepen den ce
(his first smile!) is a little bit more of the new-
born baby lost to me forever, wh i ch simu l t a n e-
o u s ly thri lls and terrifies me. Th ere’s a line in the
Joni Mi tch ell song Both Sides Now that goes “ But
s om et h i n g’s lost, and som et h i n g’s ga i n ed , in liv-
ing every day.” With a baby, that loss and gain 
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vi s i bly plays out before your eye s .
Being with my son is also an insight into my

own mother ’s stru ggle to raise me and then let
me go, and a rem i n der that my gen era ti on too
must cede our place to the ones we have loved .
O d dly, in this way he con n ects me to both my
roots and my mort a l i ty, and I begin to see the his-
tory of c ivi l i z a ti on as a stream of p a rents ra i s i n g
t h eir su cce s s ors ra t h er than as a march of i n d i-
vi du a l s . Soc i ety has been made by paren t s , a n d
the vast body of human ex peri en ce has been con-
cern ed with the re a ring and care of ch i l d ren .
Pa rents them s elves never seem to arti c u l a te this,
o t h er than with the knowing “Yo u’ ll see . . .” t h a t
pervades a firs t - time pregnancy (and drives the
ex pectant mother nuts with its vague forebod-
i n g ) . Becoming a parent is like joining a club that
has no po s ted ru l e s , but whose mem bers are
l i n ked by com m on ex peri en ce and sym p a t hy. “ Do
you have ch i l d ren yo u rs el f ? ” s om eone might ask
in the middle of a seem i n gly unrel a ted discus-
s i on . To those who say ye s , i t’s then a simple, “Ah ,
t h en you know.”

I am con s t a n t ly aw a re that our son has com e
to live with us for on ly a short wh i l e . His need for
us wi ll diminish until he leaves us altoget h er. Th i s
k n owl ed ge motiva tes me to cre a te the most nu r-
tu ring envi ron m ent we can for him, while we can.
I do not want my son to wi tness the many things
his father and I do that hu rt ours elves and each
o t h er. My son’s helplessness inspires me to do
bet ter.

Family
Sunim con du cted an exqu i s i te blessing cerem ony
for our child wh en he was six weeks old, wi tn e s s ed
by our families. For most of our guests, it was the
f i rst time they had been to the tem p l e , the firs t
time they had met any Buddhists be s i des us, a n d
of co u rse their first ex peri en ce of a Buddhist cere-
m ony. Being part of the spre ad of Buddhism in
the West means building hybrid ex ten ded families.

The abi l i ty of our families’ ri tuals to stretch

and absorb the ch a ll en ges of p lu ralism have made
us cl o s er and our ch i l d ren wi s er. Ch ri s tmas din-
n er is now veget a ri a n - f ri en dly, my neph ews
bro u ght their hu s h ed chu rch manners to the
Buddha hall , and my ex - nun mother ded i c a ted a
l a n tern to my unborn son at a Buddhist tem p l e
du ring her recent trip to Kore a . L i kewi s e , our son
wi ll ben efit from parti c i p a ting in the Ch ri s ti a n
ri tuals my family uses to mark its mem bers’ m i l e-
s ton e s . The way we mark these milestones natu-
ra lly opens a dialogue I might otherwise never
h ave had with my sibl i n gs and paren t s : Are yo u
going to bapti ze your son? (My priest uncle su g-
gests we should, as it would give him som et h i n g
to rebel against!) Wi ll you cel ebra te Ch ri s tm a s ?
What wi ll you tell him abo ut death and rei n c a r-
n a ti on or the afterl i fe? Wi ll he eat meat? Do yo u
s ay grace before dinner? Recen t ly, I overh e a rd my
m o t h er explaining Buddhist ph i l o s ophy to my
s i n gl e - m i n ded Catholic gra n d m o t h er.

I asked my nieces and neph ews to bring a
s m a ll of fering for the altar. My ph one bu z zed in
the days leading up to the cerem ony with qu e s-
ti ons on pro toco l . What kind of of fering? Wh a t
would the cerem ony invo lve? (I told them I had
no ide a , h aving never before atten ded a bl e s s i n g
for a baby.) What should they wear? (Som et h i n g
w a rm!) Could they take pictu res? What should
my sister- i n - l aw wri te on the cake she had made
for the occ a s i on? (We set t l ed on my son’s name, a
l o tus flower, and the words “ Buddha Dharm a
Sa n gh a” ) .

The flu rry of con cerns amu s ed and flattered
m e . Th ey were showing their su pport and re s pect ,
and I know how lu cky we are to be part of su ch an
open and loving family. I also recogn i zed thei r
e a gerness to beh ave appropri a tely as a sign of t h e
“begi n n er ’s mind” we all bring to our first trips to
the tem p l e . Reg u l a rs soon learn to stop asking
qu e s ti ons in favor of trying to re s pond spon t a-
n eo u s ly to wh a tever happen s .

But wh en the ph one rang again the day before
the cerem ony, the tables were tu rn ed . It was
Su n i m , s aying “ It would be good if....” My ears
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pri cked up and I got re ady to be ch a ll en ged . It is
a ph rase alw ays used by the temple priests to pre-
cede a request for help or a su gge s ti on on how to
deepen a practi ce that had qu i te com fort a bly
s t a ll ed . Now here was Sunim gen t ly su gge s ti n g
that it would be good if I asked Ashoka what he
would like to bring as an of fering to the Bu d d h a .

Ashoka is the ad m i t tedly grandiose middl e
name we had ch o s en for our son . Tra n s l a ted from
the Sa n s k rit to mean “ wi t h o ut sorrow,” As h o k a
the Great unified and ru l ed over a vast terri tory
exceeding the borders of pre s ent day India du ri n g
the third cen tu ry BCE. But his horror over the
brut a l i ty of his con quests led him to adopt
Bu d d h i s m , and he became a powerful prop a ga tor
of the new rel i gi on and a com p a s s i on a te em peror
u n der whose example the overwh elming majori-
ty of Indians vo lu n t a ri ly became veget a ri a n s . My
husband and I had ben ef i ted from As h o k a’s
ef forts to mark and pre s erve significant places in
the Bu d d h a’s life while vi s i ting In d i a . In Bod h
G aya , a stone wall en graved with lotus flowers
s ti ll en c i rcles the de s cendant of the bodhi tree
u n der wh i ch the Buddha attained en l i gh ten m en t ,
and at Sa rn a t h , wh ere the Buddha set in moti on
the Wh eel of D h a rm a , As h o k a’s pillar topped
with three majestic lions is pre s erved . Al t h o u gh
Buddhist practi ce itsel f has almost en ti rely va n-
i s h ed from pre s en t - d ay In d i a , this unmistakabl e
s ym bol graces the co u n try ’s curren c y.

“O k ay,” I said do u btf u lly. Sunim was unper-
tu rbed and very cl e a r: Ashoka should ch oose his
own of fering to ref l ect his own pers on a l i ty. He
m ade referen ce to As h o k a’s po s s i ble interests as 
i f he were as fully devel oped an indivi dual as yo u
or I.

I hung up the ph on e . “I have to ask As h o k a
what of fering he would like to bring for the
Buddha tom orrow,” I told my mother- i n - l aw,
who was vi s i ting from England and tre a ting the
blessing prep a ra ti ons like an amusing anthropo-
l ogical exc u rs i on . She thought I was joking.

I propped Ashoka up on my lap and loo ked
him in the eye . “As h o k a ,” I said seri o u s ly. “Wh a t

do you want to take to your blessing cerem ony
tom orrow as an of fering to the Bu d d h a ? ” He
ga zed seren ely at the blank wall over my head and
wri ggl ed his feet . I watch ed him a mom ent and
t h en repe a ted “As h o k a . Sunim says you need to
tell us what you want to bring the Bu d d h a .” An
a rm shot out . How to interpret that?

My husband took up the ef fort wh en he go t
h om e . Nei t h er of us was able to pen etra te his
Buddha mind. We reph ra s ed the qu e s ti on to
accom m od a te a yes or no re s ponse and watch ed
for a sign . “Would you like to take the Buddha a
bo u qu et of a utumn leave s ? ” Ashoka bl i n ked . “O r
perhaps a bowl of nuts and berri e s ? ” A yawn was
fo ll owed by a languid stretch .

It was a typical Sunim mom en t . A koan we
f a i l ed to solve . In the end we opted for a bu n dl e
of wh i te candles ref l ecting his fascinati on wi t h
l i ght and shadow.

The cerem ony was exqu i s i te . Holding As h o k a ,
my husband and I took our places on cerem on i a l
c u s h i ons before Sunim and let the sound of
Muhan striking the big bell ring in waves thro u gh
our body - m i n d s . I rem em bered how Mu h a n
d ru m m ed at Reverend Toan Su n i m’s Dharm a
tra n s m i s s i on cerem ony this past su m m er, a n d
h ow Ashoka had dru m m ed back en t hu s i a s ti c a lly
f rom inside my wom b, k i cking and pounding a
re s ponse to the call to wake up.

Af terw a rd s , my sibl i n gs thank us for invi ti n g
t h em into this part of our live s . Th ey tell me they
recogn i ze the qu a l i ties of wi s dom and seren i ty in
Su n i m’s pre s en ce , and that they are happy for us,
h aving som ething so meaningful in our live s . My
m o t h er- i n - l aw said she wo u l d n’t have missed it
for the worl d . This sharing is another gift from
As h o k a .

Practice
Wh en I was pregn a n t , Sunim mod i f i ed my prac-
ti ce to bet ter suit my con d i ti on and to help me
with the pain of ch i l d bi rt h . S ti ll , du ring the day,
wh en my practi ce comes back to me unbi d den , i t
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is my older practi ce . This ye a r, for the first time in
my Buddhist life , I did not do an annual five - d ay
i n ten s ive retre a t , thinking that it would be too
phys i c a lly hard with my massive belly and all that
it en t a i l ed . Du ring the recepti on I was hel p i n g
host for the retreat participants that su m m er, I
s po ke to Ha ju Sunim abo ut pregnancy and prac-
ti ce , and learn ed that one year she had unex pect-
edly given bi rth early while on retreat—the day
a f ter com p l eting 108 pro s tra ti ons! Perhaps I had
u n dere s ti m a ted my body.

Regretf u lly, awe and won der are slowly losing
the battle against familiari ty. The same, I am
a s h a m ed to say, is true for gra ti tu de . I have tri ed
to be vi gi l a n t , but like all the everyd ay miracl e s ,
awe and gra ti tu de so of ten get lost in the mon o t-
ony of the small tasks that fill our days . So I fall
b ack on the discipline of the Dharma for wh a t
came natu ra lly two short months ago : t h ree deep
bows for every miraculous breath he take s , every
perfect ge s tu re , every sob, coo and smile. My
practi ce comes back to me again and aga i n . Ma -
um ch a n ting is a lu ll a by. Ch a n ging each diaper is
an opportu n i ty for mindfulness practi ce . Th e s e
a re the things that make me a good mother to my
s on : That I try to learn pati en ce from him. That I
try to be aw a ke and pre s ent for him. That we are
i n ti m a te , i m m ed i a te , s pon t a n eous and obvi o u s .
He is here with me now. And I can’t bel i eve this
l ove is imperm a n en t . Su rely this love , at least, i s
con s t a n t ?

oBobhyang Maureen Sharp is a member of

Zen Buddhist Temple in To ronto and is enjoy-

ing Canada’s year-long parental leave. 

Rev. Toan José Castelao
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Some time ago, I re ad an arti cle by a psych o l ogi s t
who wro te that ch i l d ren who grow up wi t h o ut
l ove do not devel op properly.

As I look back on my life , I can see the truth of
this statem en t . My earliest mem ory is a very tra u-
m a tic on e . I was abo ut four ye a rs old and playi n g
in my back ya rd wh en some older kids came
down the all ey. Th ey led me down the all ey, aw ay
f rom my hom e , and stood me up against a ga ra ge .
Th ey then started to throw rocks at me. Th e
s tones made loud noises as they hit the side of t h e
wood ga ra ge around me. I was so terri f i ed that I
could not move . Even tu a lly one of the stones hit
me in the face . That was the first time I rem em-
ber feeling pain. I rem em ber screaming and a lot
of bl ood on my face and hands. The older kids

just ran aw ay laugh i n g, l e aving me there cryi n g
and bl eed i n g.

My mother was on ly sixteen ye a rs old wh en I
was born , and she was unable to care for me. So I
was put up for adopti on . I was soon adopted by
my mother ’s sister and her hu s b a n d . I don’t know
i f t h ey re a lly wanted me or if t h ey just adopted
me as a favor to my mother.

Growing up was not pleasant. Th ere was not
mu ch love in our hom e . My father was an alco h o l i c
and what was then call ed a “s tri ct disciplinari a n .”
My mother became ad d i cted to pre s c ri pti on dru gs
a f ter she had some su r gery wh en I was abo ut six.

My parents and my older sister were alw ays
arguing and figh ti n g. Th ere was a lot of s c re a m i n g,
vi o l en ce , and family figh t s . I rem em ber hiding a

My Unfolding Life

Konggi Rick Burns
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Nabi Anita Evans
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lot and being very scared of my paren t s . But at that
time the anger seem ed to be foc u s ed on my sister.

My sister got marri ed after she gradu a ted
f rom high sch ool and moved to Germ a ny wi t h
h er hu s b a n d , who was in the Army. I was ei gh t
t h en , and with my sister gon e , my paren t s’ a t ten-
ti on tu rn ed to me.

As most kids do, I got into misch i ef and may
h ave been a little hyperactive , but at that time lit-
tle was known abo ut hyperactivi ty. To my par-
en t s , I didn’t have a probl em ; t h ey said I was ju s t
acting out and being a bad kid.

My father reg u l a rly beat me after my sister lef t
h om e . I rem em ber being scared to death of h i m .
I fe a red the time wh en he came home at the en d
of the day. Af ter he left work , my father would go
to the bar and drink until abo ut seven p. m . Th en
he would come home for dinner. He was loo k i n g
for tro u bl e , and more of ten than not he took his
a n ger out on me. This was the ro utine for most of
my ch i l d h ood .

S ch ool was almost as bad . I was a fri gh ten ed
child and fe a red others . Kids picked up on my
fe a r, and I was bu ll i ed and be a ten even more than
at hom e . The town I grew up in was not bi g, so I
went to sch ool with these kids from grade sch oo l
to high sch oo l . E ach year the bu llying got wors e ,
and the be a ti n gs became more severe .

This was the 1960’s , and dru gs and alco h o l
were easily attainabl e . In them I found an escape
and a place to hide . Th ey made me feel good
wh en life did not. Th ey made the pain and fear a
little more be a ra bl e . All I wanted to do was to
e s c a pe , to get aw ay from this terri ble place . So, I

s tu ck out high sch ool and gradu a ted mid-term
wh en I was seven teen . My best ch a n ce for escape
s eem ed to be the military, so I joi n ed the bra n ch
of the servi ce that would get me the fart h e s t
aw ay—the U. S . Nav y.

I was abo ut to em b a rk on a ten - year journ ey.
This journ ey, h owever, was to be one of de a t h ,
de s tru cti on , and sheer terror. This journ ey was
also one void of l ove , com p a s s i on , or merc y. I
a rrived for basic training in San Di ego,
Ca l i forn i a , in the spring of 1 9 7 2 , not qu i te know-
ing what to ex pect . What I found was som et h i n g
that I did not ex pect — accept a n ce .

All of us rec ruits seem ed to get along well , a n d
we all became fri en d s . We learn ed to depend on
one another and to functi on as one unit. I was
f i n a lly accepted for what I was, and no on e
h a ra s s ed me or beat me anym ore .

I was asked du ring basic training if I wo u l d
l i ke to vo lu n teer for BUD/S training (Ba s i c
Un derw a ter Dem o l i ti ons Sch oo l ) , a prerequ i s i te
for the Nav y ’s el i te SEAL te a m s . Wh en I was
a s ked , I thought my su peri ors were cra z y. I to l d
t h em abo ut being bu ll i ed all my life and that I
could not even defend mys el f and had a fear of
people and of f i gh ti n g. My su peri ors told me that
fear could be overcom e . Th ey would take my fe a r
aw ay and build con f i den ce in me. I should not
h ave to fear anyon e ; no matter how big or to u gh
a man is, he is sti ll just a man, and men can be
k i ll ed .

The next twen ty - s even weeks of training were
de s i gn ed to break a man both phys i c a lly and
m en t a lly. Ma ny men quit or washed out in the

I could immediately tell this was a man different from those that I had

previously known. He seemed to be at peace, serene, and steeped in wisdom.
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f i rst three wee k s . We were taught many skill s ,
su ch as scuba divi n g, we a pons and ex p l o s ive s
h a n dl i n g, and land and sea navi ga ti on s , to name
a few. Our con f i den ce grew trem en do u s ly. We
l e a rn ed to overcome fear and to con trol pain. We
l e a rn ed to functi on as a team and to trust each
o t h er with our very live s .

I also learn ed that almost all of the other men
h ad back grounds similar to mine. We were full of
a n ger, fe a r, and hate , and the Navy ex p l oi ted these
em o ti ons to make us—there are no bet ter
word s — k i lling mach i n e s .

Af ter gradu a ting from BU D / S , we were
a s s i gn ed for on - t h e - j ob training to a SEAL te a m
opera ting in the fiel d . The time was late 1972, a n d
almost all combat force s — U. S . Ma rines and U. S .
Army ground force s — h ad been or were bei n g
wi t h d rawn from Vi etn a m . However, t h ere were
s ti ll advi s ors opera ting with the So uth Vi etn a m e s e
force s , k n own as A RVNs (Army of the Rep u blic of
Vi etn a m ) . I vo lu n teered for one su ch unit, S OG
( S tudies and Ob s erva ti ons Gro u p ) , NAD (Nava l
Advi s ory Det ach m en t ) , opera ting out of C C N
( Command Con trol North) in Da Na n g, Rep u bl i c
of Vi etn a m .

I spent the next twelve months advising the
Vi etnamese Sea Com m a n dos and con du cti n g
Bl ack Ops (cl a n de s tine opera ti ons) into Nort h
Vi etn a m . I also cro s s - tra i n ed with SOG’s 5th
S pecial Forces Group in con du cting Pra i rie Fire
Opera ti ons into Laos. I soon became aw a re of t h e
lies the govern m ent told the Am erican people and
the troops abo ut Vi etn a m . The whole damned
war was just one big lie, peri od! Like many of t h e
o t h er guys in Vi etnam who became disillu s i on ed
with the war, I fell vi ctim to dru gs , wh i ch were
every wh ere in Vi etnam and ch e a p. Almost every-
one drank heavi ly and of ten wh en we were in re a r
a re a s . I saw what war did to me and to other GIs
who served in Vi etn a m .

We became cold and insen s i tive to de a t h ,
wh i ch was every wh ere , but we were bet ter of f
than the 59,000-plus men who died there . And we
were bet ter of f than the many men who were 

s eri o u s ly wo u n ded and para ly zed and the men
who had lost limbs. Th ere was no love , com p a s-
s i on , m erc y, or wi s dom to be found any wh ere ,
on ly the horrors of w a r.

On retu rning home from Vi etn a m , I came to
re a l i ze that there had never been any love in my
l i fe or any happ i n e s s , so I set out to find love and
h a pp i n e s s . None of the gi rls in my town wanted
a nything to do with me or with any of the other
vetera n s . We came home and were met wi t h
mu ch animosity. The Am erican people seem ed to
blame the war and its atroc i ties on the vet s , a n d
t h ey took out their anger on us. I began to de s p i s e
the Am erican peop l e , and soon I began to hate all
of hu m a n k i n d .

In 1976, I joi n ed the Indiana Army Na ti on a l
Gu a rd to find some com fort with the other vet s
who made up most of the Na ti onal Gu a rd . We all
s eem ed to have issues to deal with and to be
s e a rching for a little happ i n e s s , but we were loo k-
ing in all of the wrong place s . The dru gs and alco-
hol provi ded a tem pora ry rel i ef f rom the pain
and su f fering but , wh en we sobered up, the pain
came back . With me, so did the hatred and with it
the anger.

I was de s pera te to find som eone to love and to
l ove me, s om eone to hold me and com fort me.
But I felt like an outcast from soc i ety, so I sough t
l ove from wom en who were on the outer fri n ge s
of s oc i ety, m o s t ly stri ppers and pro s ti tutes or
gi rls I met in bars . I was now abo ut twen ty - s i x
ye a rs old and had never loved anyone or had any-
one to love me. So I natu ra lly had no idea how to
h ave a normal rel a ti onship with wom en . All of
the wom en I had been with were just out for a
good ti m e , or for mon ey; t h ey were not out to
find love or a rel a ti on s h i p. I felt lost and though t
that I would never be happy or find love .

I met my first wi fe in 1982. I got marri ed and
m oved to Ch i c a go but , as I said, I had no ide a
h ow to have a normal rel a ti on s h i p. The marri a ge
was rocky. We had many argumen t s , and I didn’t
k n ow how to handle them . By now I had becom e
an alcoholic and an ad d i ct . What used to be an
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e s c a pe from re a l i ty and freedom from su f feri n g
h ad now become a full - time job. I was using
h e avi ly every day. My wi fe and I were into the
club scene in Ch i c a go, and some of the gi rls there
came on to me. Na tu ra lly, I craved the atten ti on I
was now get ti n g, so it was no su rprise that my
f i rst marri a ge en ded in a divorce , due mostly to
my affairs , d ru gs , and alcohol use.

I had a serious probl em with depre s s i on and
a n ger, but while going thro u gh co ll ege , I met
Sa lly, my second wi fe , at the hospital wh ere we
both worked . We dated for a couple of ye a rs and
dec i ded to get marri ed . I was determ i n ed to make
this marri a ge work . I was finally finished wi t h
p a rties and the club scene and just wanted to set-
tle down . I stayed loyal and faithful to my wi fe ,
but I sti ll had no idea how to have a normal rel a-
ti on s h i p. But , for the first ti m e , I bel i eved I actu-
a lly loved som eon e .

I didn’t know what love was. I thought I was
ex peri encing it, but I didn’t know for su re . Wa s
l ove som ething that you feel with your body ?
Some type of physical sen s a ti on? I didn’t know. I
h ad no physical sen s a ti on , but , in my mind, I do
l ove my wi fe . So I have tri ed to make our mar-
ri a ge work .

I didn’t know what wives re a lly ex pected 
of hu s b a n d s . This ex peri en ce was new to me and 
I didn’t know what to do or how to act . I sti ll 
d i d n’t understand rel a ti on s h i p s , but I was tryi n g,
a l t h o u gh I sti ll su f fered from depre s s i on , ad d i c-
ti on , and alco h o l i s m .

I tri ed to bet ter our situ a ti on by finishing co l-
l ege . I gradu a ted from mortu a ry co ll ege in 1992.
I had been seeing a psych i a trist and was now on
m ed i c a ti on for depre s s i on . However, my probl em
with dru gs and alcohol was sti ll pre s en t , as was
the hate and the anger, a ll of wh i ch were causing
a serious probl em in our rel a ti on s h i p. I knew I
h ad to get hel p. The dru gs and alcohol were now
a nigh tm a re , and I was bordering on insanity. I
went to my doctor for hel p, and he referred me to
a psych i a trist who spec i a l i zed in ad d i cti on . Th e
p s ych i a trist in tu rn referred me to an insti tuti on

that spec i a l i zed in drug and alcohol reh a bi l i t a-
ti on . I stopped using dru gs in April of 2002 and
h ave not used since .

The nigh tm a re that dru gs and alcohol had
h el ped su ppress soon re a ppe a red . I was sti ll full of
h a te and anger. I was sti ll angry at the whole of
hu m a n k i n d . I was con tent with people trying to
ex term i n a te one another, but they seem ed to be
determ i n ed not just to ex term i n a te each other but
to ex term i n a te other species as well . The one thing
that I have alw ays tru ly loved is animals and
n a tu re , and people were de s troying not on ly
wi l dl i fe but also the earth itsel f . Every wh ere I
l oo ked I saw death and de s tru cti on in the worl d . I
h ad come to the con clu s i on that all people were
evi l . I saw their handiwork first hand in war, in the
hospital em er gency room wh ere I worked , and in
my job as an em b a l m er and morti c i a n .

I wanted pe ace of m i n d . This madness was
d riving me cra z y. In June of 2 0 0 2 , a f ter starting a
kung fu cl a s s , I wanted to know more abo ut the
S h a o l i n , s p i ri tu a l i ty, and Bu d d h i s m . So, i n
O ctober of the same ye a r, I came to the temple to
l e a rn more .

The first pers on I saw at the temple was
Su n i m , at the Su n d ay Dharma servi ce . I co u l d
i m m ed i a tely tell this was a man different from
those that I had previ o u s ly known . He seem ed to
be at pe ace , s eren e , and steeped in wi s dom . I soon
began to ad m i re and re s pect Sunim more than
a nyone I had ever known . Sunim talked of l ove
and com p a s s i on . This was all new to me, s i n ce all
I had ever known was anger and hate . From
Sunim I learn ed that all bei n gs had Bu d d h a -
n a tu re and therefore were not com p l etely bad .

Sl owly, I began to devel op com p a s s i on for
peop l e . I sti ll was not all that fond of peop l e , but
I was making progre s s . I do not say that I had no
com p a s s i on ; I just re s erved it for those wh om I
t h o u ght de s erved it, m a i n ly animals and natu re ,
ch i l d ren , and people with disabi l i ti e s .

In Ja nu a ry of 2 0 0 3 , I took the med i t a ti on
co u rs e . I re a lly en j oyed it and found med i t a ti on to
be what I re a lly needed . It is nice to com p l etely
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clear the mind of n ega tive though t s . Med i t a ti on
has been a great tool in my recovery, and it has
given me pe ace of m i n d .

I now have other people in my life , and I am
s t a rting to make more fri ends at the temple and in
my kung fu cl a s s . Here , I have discovered that there
a re different kinds of l ove . Th ere is the kind of l ove
I have for my wi fe , and there is the kind of l ove I
h ave for some of my best fri en d s . Th ere is also the
kind of l ove I have for people for wh om I have a
great amount of re s pect . I now have a lot of peop l e
wh om I care for, su ch as the people who make up
my Dharma family and my Sa n gh a .

Th i n gs are not alw ays good . I sti ll have good
d ays and bad days , but I now have the too l s , su ch
as med i t a ti on , the ei ght precept s , the Four Nobl e
Trut h s , and the Ei gh tfold Pa t h , as well as the Si x
Pa ra m i t a s , to make life a little bet ter and more
be a ra bl e .

I took precepts in May of 2 0 0 3 , wh en I of f i c i a l-
ly became a Bu d d h i s t , and I try to fo ll ow the pre-
cepts every day in my life . Some precept s , su ch as
the first (do not harm but ch erish all life ) , a re eas-
i er for me than others . Ot h ers , su ch as the seven t h
( do not harbor en m i ty against the wron gs of o t h-
ers ) , a re more difficult. And the one I fo ll ow ex act-
ly to the let ter is the fifth (the one abo ut guns,
poi s on s , d ru gs , and alco h o l ) .

I do not claim to be perfect or even cured of
h a te or anger, but I am get ting bet ter. I sti ll may
not be fond of a ll of hu m a n k i n d , but I don’t hate
everyone anym ore . And for the most part I have
devel oped com p a s s i on for all bei n gs .

The futu re looks bet ter and bet ter every day.
And I have my te ach er and the Sa n gha to thank for
t h a t . So every day I con ti nue to take ref u ge in the
Th ree Jewels of the Bu d d h a , D h a rm a , and espe-
c i a lly the Sa n gh a .o

Toan José Castelao



Spring Wind54

M a r k  C a f f r a y

Other Worlds, pen and ink on Bristol board, 9” x 12”

w w w . g a l l e r y c a f f r a y . c o m
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Spring Wind invites readers to share the joy of
creativity and a non-consumer lifestyle in this
special section.

Bopmi Jacki Dilley

Wh en I was nine, l ong before I’d ever heard of
m ed i t a ti on , my sister- i n - l aw taught me to knit. I
do u bt she re a l i zed she was giving me a mindful-
ness practi ce . In my family, k n i t ting was ju s t
s om ething we did. Few things in my life , h owever,
h ave taught me so mu ch abo ut dwelling in the
pre s ent mom en t . I loved a swe a ter she had knitted
for me and could hardly bel i eve she’d made it. I
con ti nue to find that people tre a su re knitted gi f t s .
Wh en a bi rt h d ay or holiday comes up and som e-
one asks me to knit them som et h i n g, I think I
receive more than they do. F i rs t , I get the pleasu re
of k n i t ti n g. Secon d , I have the pleasu re of givi n g.
Th i rd , t h eir re acti ons make me feel won derf u l.

Here are three things to rem em ber if you want to
l e a rn to knit:
1 . Mi s t a kes and mys terious holes are part of k n i t-
ti n g, at least with the first few proj ect s .
2 . Just as pro s tra ti ons are good for your body,
k n i t ting is good for your hands.
3 . Kn i t ting can su pport simple livi n g : rec ycle ya rn
f rom thri f t - s h op swe a ters .

“O ut l aw Josie Wa l e s” pon cho for
Bopryo k

I had a large qu a n ti ty of gray ya rn and severa l
b a lls of l ef tover ya rn in assorted co l ors . I used
t wo strands thro u gh o ut this pon ch o, one gray
s trand and one co l ored stra n d . I ch a n ged co l ors
at ra n dom .

I used size 11 circular needl e s , 3 1 ” in len g t h . I cast
on 106 sti tch e s , wh i ch gave the pon cho a width of
33 inch e s . I knit it all in ga rter sti tch (all knitti n g
with no purl i n g ) , wh i ch got a little bori n g. Th e
adva n t a ge s : the pon cho is very thick and warm ,
and it’s a good proj ect to work on if yo u’re watch-
ing a movie or ga bbing and you don’t need to
con cen tra te very hard on your knitti n g.

The pon cho is knit in one piece . Wh en I
re ach ed 24” in len g t h , I knit 41 sti tch e s , bound of f
the next 28 sti tches for the neck open i n g, a n d
knit the remaining 28 sti tches on to my same cir-
cular needl e . The next row, I knit 41 sti tch e s , c a s t
on 28 sti tch e s , and knit the remaining 41 sti tch e s .
I then knitted the remaining 24 inch e s , bo u n d
of f , and there you have it. Wh en I was all don e , I
c roch eted a border around the neck open i n g.

Bopryok no lon ger free zes wh en he practi ce s
at the crack of d awn in wi n ter. In fact , he is abl e
to dial the thermostat down to sixty degrees wh en
h e’s we a ring the pon ch o.o
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The ocean has no begi n n i n g
it begins wh ere you find it for the first ti m e
and it wi ll come to meet you every wh ere .

“ Eternal Se a”
José Emilio Pach eco

This morning I hear the warbling of bi rds out s i de
the wi n dow. The wind bl ows in a cold October. I
l ook out the wi n dow and hardly a ray of l i ght cut s
the night over this city that’s more vi o l ent than
m o s t . I see the rosy sky and above , a little cl o u d
becoming go l den , and I smile. Ca l m , I bre a t h e
and smile aga i n . I feel an inten s e , i n ti m a te pe ace ,
a pe ace that con n ects me with one I felt ye a rs ago.

My father took me fishing and I rel a xed be s i de

the mountain river. Lying in the gra s s , I con tem-
p l a ted the dew and the drops of w a ter splashing
the rocks and shining in the light that filtered
t h ro u gh the tree s . These drop s , su s pen ded in the
air for a mom en t , m ade a fleeting ra i n bow and
the worl d ’s smile sprang from my heart and bu b-
bl ed up thro u gh my eyes in my happ i n e s s .

L a ter I proceeded thro u gh life and lost this
s ec ret silen ce . I became more com p l i c a ted , a n d
t h rew mys el f i n to passion and va n i ty. I was a rebel ,
an ego ti s tical leader of d i s i llu s i on ed yo ut h . I mar-
ri ed and had a ch i l d ; I lived in neu rosis and was an
a bu s ive husband and father. I tra n s ported mys el f
to the sorry hei ghts of s m a ll m i n dedness and ign o-
ra n ce . Ul ti m a tely I betrayed and was betrayed . I
was painfully divorced and let mys el f be carri ed

a drop in the river

Bopch’i Eduardo López
Translated from the Spanish by San’ga Monica Weinheimer
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aw ay by depre s s i on . Six times I lost my job. It was
a peri od wi t h o ut light or directi on , hu n gry for
de a t h , su rro u n ded by a great bl ack n e s s .

In that hopeless time I fo u n d , wi t h o ut loo k i n g
for it, The T h ree Pi ll a rs of Zen by Phillip Ka p l e a u
Roshi in a used boo k s tore . Upon seeing it, I
rem em bered that wh en I was thirteen my Ch i n e s e
f ri end and math tutor som etimes re ad me Zen
m a x i m s , so I asked the salespeople to hold the
book until I could buy it. Wh en I at last had the
book in my hands I felt ambiva l ent abo ut it. O n
one hand I hoped it would en tertain me and pro-
vi de me with “easy wi s dom” that I could show of f
to fri en d s , but the more I re ad it, nothing like that
a ppe a red . However, I was discovering som et h i n g
that gave me hope of escaping the pri s on of

f ri gh tening thoughts that plagued me every
m om en t .

Su ch was my afflicti on that, f rom sheer anxi-
ety and depre s s i on , I en ded up unable to go out
to work . At every step thousands of t h o u ghts to l d
me that with the next bre a t h , in the nex t
m om en t , I would die and my son and family
wo u l d n’t know wh ere my corpse was—how I
ru m i n a ted on pain in those days! A few times I
en ded up at the hospital and was even put on
m ed i c a ti on .

That boo k , h owever, told me things that
to u ch ed me and bro ke these feel i n gs and ph a n-
toms. As I read and began to practice sitting medi-
t a ti on , s om ething within stopped speaking and
threatening me, and something undefined emerged

Nabi Anita Evans
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that gave me hope. Thus I began to practice with
determ i n a ti on with nothing more than a fo l ded
blanket, a cushion under my buttocks and the wall
of the humble room where I lived, yet “with great
faith, great doubt, and great effort.”

With solitary practi ce , I began to worry and
f a ll back into anxiety. I needed a te ach er, but for
a ll my searching in Mex i co Ci ty, I could find on ly
a few ra t h er snobbish practi ti on ers and others in
su ch an econ omic po s i ti on that I could nei t h er
p a rti c i p a te in their group nor their cl a s s e s . I
found pseu do te ach ers that didn’t cl a rify any-
thing for me and gave te ach i n gs mixed with ide a s
l i ke angel s , tra n s m i gra ti on , regre s s i ons and va ri-
ous other ph i l o s oph i e s . I made an attem pt wi t h
the Japanese com mu n i ty; h owever, I ei t h er didn’t
h ave good con t acts or didn’t know how to ex pre s s
what I was looking for, and no one was able to
ori ent me.

A cook in a sushi re s t a u rant I frequ en ted
a pproach ed me one time while I was talking
a bo ut my interest in finding a te ach er. He asked
me why I was intere s ted in Zen , and by the end of
the night I was having my first med i t a ti on lesson
s i t ting in the kitch en of the re s t a u ra n t .

He was a practi ti on er but not a te ach er, but
n on et h eless he gen ero u s ly shared what he knew.
He could on ly give me instru cti on for a few
m on t h s . He had to retu rn to Los An geles and I
h aven’t heard of him since . His good wi ll and
com p a n i onship led me to seek a bit furt h er. My
t h erapist of s everal ye a rs hel ped me adva n ce wi t h
m ed i t a ti on . I think he was more convi n ced than I
that this path would help me. Thus I con ti nu ed
practi c i n g.

In Decem ber of that year I saw a news p a per ad
for a retreat with a Korean Zen master. Si n ce I
d i d n’t have any mon ey I didn’t even call . For
m onths I carri ed the ad in my wall et .

By that time I had set up a small altar and
m ed i t a ted with a ligh ted candle after of feri n g
i n cen s e , w a ter and flowers or fru i t . I bo u ght a few
m ore books and tri ed to fo ll ow the guidel i n e s
given by my cook fri end and by Kapleau Ro s h i . I

practi ced in the su bw ay, in cars , du ring breaks at
work . I practi ced ob s e s s ively and co u l d n’t even
finish a com p l ete count wi t h o ut get ting distract-
ed . Nevert h el e s s , s om ething left me feeling calm
e ach time I did it. So I would try again—find a
seat in the su bw ay car, l ower my ga ze , p ut my
hands toget h er and med i t a te du ring the trip to
and from work , over and over.

For a long time I loo ked for a Buddha statu e
o t h er than the fat Chinese Buddha that’s com-
m on ly used in Mex i co as a popular amu l et for
good lu ck and attracting we a l t h . I sought som e-
thing more Indian but didn’t find on e . F i n a lly I
gave up and dec i ded I wo u l d n’t have on e . Upon
a rriving home the next night I found a small
bron ze Buddha on my altar. I was du m b s tru ck : i t
was a figure from Nepal in the pe ace - giving po s-
tu re . “S top the wild horse of your mind!” it said to
me from the silen ce . I pro s tra ted for the first ti m e
and for the first time took ref u ge in the Bu d d h a .
L a ter I found out that, by ch a n ce , my mother
m a n a ged to buy it, the last one in the store .

One week later I made my dec i s i on . I took the
n ews p a per cl i pping from my wall et and call ed the
tem p l e . I was warm ly invi ted to practi ce wi t h
t h em on Mérida Street .

Upon arrival I found an old, run-down build-
ing. The sangha’s little apartment was on the sec-
ond floor. The neighbors, poor and with unfriendly
faces, eyed me with hostile curiosity. I knocked at
the door and Kasan received me. He signaled me to
be silent and to take off my shoes. Behind a cloth
screen I entered the sonbang and thought, “This is
like in the books, these are zen practitioners, this is
a teacher, this is for real.” I felt happy for the first
time in many years, like the happiness I felt by the
river. I was home.

Ma ny Sa tu rd ays passed in an agree a ble ro u-
ti n e . I didn’t understand mu ch but I joi n ed the
ro utine and the silen ce of the sangh a . Wh en ever I
a s ked abo ut som ething they sent me with a smile
to con ti nue co u n ting on my cushion , and I imi-
t a ted them as mu ch as I co u l d . One day Toa n
Sunim arrived and they told me he was the one in
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ch a r ge . I waited several wee kends to be able to
s peak with him, and finally he gave me an inter-
vi ew. He asked me to show him my practi ce and
he gave me some recom m en d a ti on s . E ach ti m e ,
de s p i te my circ u m s t a n ce s , I felt tra n qu i l i ty and
the cert a i n ty that here was a safe place wh ere I
h ad nothing to fe a r. Thus I took ref u ge in the
s a n gha for the first ti m e .

Su d den ly love overtook me and life gave me,
in the devo ti on of a be a utiful wom a n , the oppor-
tu n i ty to love with sweet calm. This time com-
p a n i onship was tra n quil sec u ri ty and devo ti on
wi t h o ut fren z y, l i ke never before . Con s tru cting a
l ove amidst two histories fra u ght with mem ori e s
and pain became the work of balancing the ech o
of my past and this unique mom en t . If it had n’t
been for the te ach i n gs , I wo u l d n’t have been abl e
to practi ce the to l era n ce and gra ti tu de that all ows
for the harm ony of t wo who love each other in
t h eir human con d i ti on , and the com p a s s i on a te
ten derness that permits the making of a hom e .

L a ter I met the te ach er Sa mu Su n i m , the mas-
ter from the ad , and my need to learn grew after
h e a ring him. His stren g t h , en er gy, and cl a ri ty of
ex pre s s i on at the con feren ces impre s s ed me, a n d
I dec i ded to become his stu den t . I sought his
a pproval and prep a red mys el f to take precept s . In
2 0 0 1 , I went to the Ch i c a go temple and parti c i-
p a ted in the su m m er yo n gm a eng ch o n g j i n retre a t
and took the precept s , taking ref u ge in the
D h a rma for the first ti m e .

However, d a i ly samsara sti ll sti cks to me. No t
l ong ago some arm ed men assaulted me and sto l e
my tru ck . A little later I cra s h ed my new car. Th e
c red i tors came after me. My job, l i ke that of t h o u-
sands of people here , is thre a ten ed by the rece s-
s i on . At home there are two ado l e s cen t s , one in
the most cri tical phase of the horm onal battle
and the other trying to figure out how to en ter it
as soon as po s s i bl e . My diabetes gives me scare s
every now and then . I sti ll get tra pped in anger,
s h a m e , and fe a r — m ore easily than I’d like . I don’t
own mu ch , don’t have an ac ademic title or ri ch e s .

However, I ’m not the same as I was du ring my

d a rk peri od . Now I smile wh en I see the magi c a l
s i m p l i c i ty of t h i n gs . I take ref u ge in the fact that
t h ere’s nothing to win and everything passes. Th e
D h a rm a , l i ke the eternal sea, f l ows thro u gh me at
every step. A drop in the Dharma river splashes
the stone of the mom ent and illu m i n a tes space
with bri lliant co l ors , l e aving me this safe and shel-
tering silen ce in the midst of so mu ch hu rry. Th e
d rop flows to the banks and shines on the gra s s
and fertile forest eart h . I become a drop in the
river — a n onymous and vi t a l , retu rning to the sea.

oBopch’i Eduardo López is a first year stu-

dent in Maitreya Buddhist Seminary and lives

in Mexico City.

Rev. Toan José Castelao
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As a ch i l d , I used to watch my father re ad his mis-
s i on a ry magazines and then leave them on the
c i ty bus for others to peruse as we travel ed from
h ome to his work s h op in down town Detroi t .
Work s h op? Ye s , he had a lathe, s everal gri n d i n g
and polishing wh eel s , and rows and rows of boxe s
l i n ed up on the shel f with pipe stems re ady and
w a i ting to rep l ace the bro ken , s t a i n ed , ch ewed -
t h ro u gh stems on pipes bro u ght in by custom ers .
D ad was a rep a i rm a n : he fixed smoking pipes and
c i ga ret te ligh ters , s h a rpen ed scissors and knive s ,
and did solderi n g. That was his litany. From
a bo ut the age of f ive , I was all owed to help him.
He taught me to “p u ll co t ton” o ut of the be a uti-
f u l , t a ble ciga ret te ligh ters , so he could rep l ace it
with new co t ton batting re ady to absorb the ac ri d
l i gh ter fluid that one squ i rted into the bo t tom of
the ligh ter.

D ad taught me to caref u lly polish the smoking
p i pes he had just rep a i red . Using carnauba wax
on the buffing wh eel , I had to hold the pipes wi t h
f u ll atten ti on so they wo u l d n’t fly out of my
hands and break or crack all over aga i n . He
t a u ght me to clean around the lathe and to alw ays
retu rn the small boxes of raw stems back in the
same place , nu m bered in Dad ’s very own smart
but form a lly unedu c a ted way. The lathe smell ed
of den a tu red alcohol and carri ed the incred i bl e

p u rplish stains used for the va rious shades of
bri a r. The mu s ty odor of l ayers of dust and shav-
i n gs mixed with sweat and su m m er heat and on ly
i n ten s i f i ed as the months and ye a rs wore on .

D ad taught me so mu ch more . I learn ed to
i n terpret Detroit city maps so I could del iver his
h a n d iwork to tob acconists and dep a rtm ent store s ,
finding my way thro u gh the maze of c rowded
s treet s , ga rb a ge - l aden back all eys , and stately,
s h adowy bu i l d i n gs . He en co u ra ged a con f i den ce in
me that en a bl ed me to approach a po l i ce of f i cer or
even a stra n ger if I were lost.

A po s i tive re s pect and ch eerf u l , h on e s t
dem e a n or were model ed as he atten ded the va ri ety
of c u s tom ers who found him working there in
room 306 on the third floor of the Broadw ay
Ma rket Bu i l d i n g. What smells wafted up from the
m a rket , i n tri g u i n g, d i s tracting and startling the
c u rious mind and twi tching nose of this gi rl ch i l d
h elping her father! Aromas of foods and spice s
f rom lands and life s tyles I had never dre a m ed
ex i s ted , toget h er with the diesel fumes of c i ty
buses and bl a ring horns of hu rri ed taxi drivers
f a s h i on ed the mom ents of a Sa tu rd ay aftern oon
and the mem ory of a lifeti m e .

In wi n ter, to prep a re to walk the several bl ock s
to the bus stop, D ad would tie a thick layer of
n ews p a pers around my torso and but ton up my

Interior Lessons from Dad

Kobul Marie Kuykendall      
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coat over it to keep out the bi ting wi n d . I ’d do the
same for him. Th en he’d grab his crutch e s , and we
would find our way thro u gh the snow, stand on
the crowded bus for the hour ri de , and walk
a n o t h er two bl ocks to finally arrive hom e . D ad
was my first Zen master. No be a uti f u l , fore s ted
m o u n t a i n top s . Ra t h er, c i ty con c rete , con ten ted
con cen tra ti on , c a ring ways , and doing his utm o s t .

My father didn’t know what Zen was—at least
I don’t think he did. He was a fairly devo ut
Catholic and a hu m bl e , prayerful man. G od to
him was a faithful God , gracious and pro tective , a
provi der, and a loving fri en d , but cert a i n ly out
t h ere . I don’t know if D ad ever thought of G od
wi t h i n , but he did have con f i den ce in his own
s trong self—and he lived it fully. D ad cert a i n ly
em bod i ed the spirit of his maxims that to the
pre s ent day ring in my ears : “Th ere’s a place for
everyt h i n g, and everything in its place .” “A thing
worth doing is worth doing well .” “A sti tch in
time saves nine.” In a genuine spirit of gen ero s i ty,
D ad gave reg u l a rly to su pport his parish chu rch ,
occ a s i on a lly sent mon ey to the mission s , a n d
a lw ays had a few coins for the St. Vi n cent de Pa u l
“poor box ” at Chu rch .

Wh en I was a teen a ger, to su pp l em ent his fair-
ly meager incom e , I would go with Dad from
re s t a u rant to re s t a u rant in down town Detroi t ,
asking the cook or own er if t h ey would like thei r
k n ives sharpen ed . If the answer was ye s , we wo u l d
c a rry ten or twelve dozen knives home and go
down to the basem ent wh ere Dad would te ach me
h ow to serra te the knive s . He would take a file, s i t-
u a te the knife on an anvi l , and with a stron g,
s m ooth stro ke , c re a te a fine too t h - com bed ed ge in
e ach knife , one by on e . O r, i f su ch was the requ e s t ,
he etch ed a scall oped ed ge , one inden t a ti on at a
ti m e , using a spinning, s c re a m i n g, s p a rking gri n d-
ing wh eel until each knife was shiny, s m oo t h , a n d
s h a rp. Th en Dad would say to me: “ It’s your tu rn .”
I learn ed early on to pay atten ti on , to be in the
m om en t , and to foc u s , con cen tra te , and be wi ll i n g
to begin again if the de s i red ed ge was uneven 
or du ll .

As a ch i l d , D ad said he was known as the “ I
don’t know ” k i d ; he said that was his re s pon s e
wh en ever asked a qu e s ti on . But he later tu rn ed  “ I
don’t know ” i n to “ I ’ ll try ” or “ I ’ ll figure it out .” He
grew in ingenu i ty, c re a tivi ty, re s o u rcef u l n e s s ,
con f i den ce , and sati s f acti on in learning how to
repair just abo ut anyt h i n g — l awn mowers , cl ock s ,
p lu m bi n g, bro ken wi n dows and toys — of ten
i nven ting a tool to accomplish the task. He grew
to have a deep faith in himsel f and then ra i s ed
t h ree ch i l d ren who weren’t afraid to live out
a n o t h er of his mottoe s : “ If at first you don’t su c-
ceed , try, try, a ga i n .”

Ye s , D ad had faith in himsel f . He also had
faith in his fell ow human bei n gs . If a custom er or
n ei gh bor showed up scowling looking sad or
i n ten s e , D ad would be so happy if he could of fer
w ays for that pers on to tu rn their darkness into
l i gh t , so to spe a k . A frown would most of ten be
tu rn ed to smiles or laugh ter before leaving Dad ’s
pre s en ce . I don’t think it was because Dad was
n a ï ve to peop l e’s pain and probl em s . Ra t h er, h e
h ad the wi s dom to share with people some story
or simple ex p l a n a ti on that imperm a n en ce tru ly
does su rround us, that “this too shall pass.”

Pa rt ly because he was ra i s ed du ring the
Depre s s i on , p a rt ly because mon ey was well
e a rn ed and som etimes scarce , D ad cert a i n ly did
not waste anyt h i n g. He tre a su red every crumb of
food on his plate or drop of i ce cream from the
Se a l test pint. He wore his shirts until they hu n g
in tattered gl ory of f his shoulders , el bows pro-
truding thro u gh the gaping holes. He don n ed
work aprons at his job to pro tect his clothes from
f u rt h er inju ry or from the inevi t a ble grease and
stains of his livel i h ood . He po l i s h ed his shoe s
i n nu m era ble times to pre s erve them and had
t h em rep a i red until there was no strength left in
the leather to receive another sti tch or patch .

Som eone painted a pictu re for Dad , on heav y
c a rd boa rd , wh i ch hung in his work s h op for all
those ye a rs . It was a side vi ew of an el derly Dutch
or perhaps German man with a magn i f i cen t
m eers chaum pipe hanging from his mout h
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almost to his waist, rel a xed , with curly wh i te hair
de s cending from a stately and fashion a ble cap on
his head . The capti on with the pictu re pro-
cl a i m ed : “Ve get too soon old, und too late
s ch m a rt .” Som eh ow that pictu re em bodies my
f a t h er ’s sense of hu m or as well as his hu m i l i ty
and practical hon e s ty. The pictu re is now in my
bed room at hom e , yell owed , s om ewhat mis-
s h a pen , and pati en t ly waiting to be fra m ed som e-
d ay for one of the gra n dch i l d ren . As I think abo ut
i t , it is also another take on the gatha call ed out in
the morn i n gs at practi ce : “ Do not waste yo u r
l i fe ! ”

Dad modeled generosity, an energetic approach
to life , and re s pect for all , wh et h er animal,

veget a bl e , or minera l . He was a man of i n teri or
s trength and means with a ch i l dl i ke love of t h e
m om ent and an apprec i a ti on of fun and playf u l
ti m e s . Du ring our annual trips to Boblo Is l a n d ,
w a tching the ch i l d ren on the amu s em ent ri de s
brought as much joy and delight to Dad as it did to
u s . He’d play catch with the baseb a ll or foo tb a ll
even though unable to run the bases or the fields.
He’d del i ght in Mon opo ly, S c ra bbl e , or Cri bb a ge .
He especially enjoyed the neighborhood children.
Th ey would lie along the sidewalk so he co u l d
s wing himsel f over them with his crutches as he
walked home from work, his weariness falling away
in that moment with the children.

D ad died in 1987. His lessons and everyd ay

Sandam Tammy Nakashima



Spring Wind 63

Zen ways are etch ed in my mem ory and spiri t . I
think that’s what makes me want to wi pe the sink
clean and dry from puddl ed water and bits of ri ce
or tea bags at the Zen Buddhist Temple in An n
Arbor after bre a k f a s t . And make me take del i gh t
in that mom en t — doing it well , because it’s wort h
doi n g.

Or maybe the lessons from Dad influ en ce me
wh en taping trim in the kitch en at hom e , wi t h
foc u s , and a deep sense of s a ti s f acti on and
p a ti en ce , re adying the walls to be painted — a ga i n .

Was it that early Zen training that su pported
my own ef forts and ch oi ces in paren ting my own
ch i l d ren? Th ey are con f i den t , c a p a bl e , re ady to
s ay “I think I can” or “ I ’ ll figure it out … .”

Why do I noti ce the discom fort , even su f fer-
i n g, of a fri end or cl i ent app a rent in their po s tu re
or facial ex pre s s i on? And then find mys el f re ady,
i f the mom ent indicate s , to be of h elp or com fort ?
Is it Dad ’s com p a s s i on for another human bei n g
coming thro u gh ?

Wh en I was seven teen , I en tered the conven t
of the Ad rian Dominican Si s ters in sout h e a s tern
Mi ch i ga n . So many aspects of the convent life fel t
n ormal and com fort a ble to me. It was a qu i et ,
simple life . D a i ly spiri tual practi ces inclu ded
prayer, m ed i t a ti on and con tem p l a ti on , a t ten-
d a n ce at rel i gious servi ce s , ch a n ti n g, pro s tra ti on s
( cert a i n ly not 108, h owever ) , keeping profo u n d
s i l en ce overn i gh t , occ a s i onal fasti n g, and lots of
work practi ce . I was okay wh en I was assign ed to
s c rub the massive marble stairs week after wee k
for mon t h s , or given the unpopular “obed i en ce”
of cleaning bathrooms or bri n ging breakfast to
an el derly, bed ri d den nun who wanted her toa s t
hot and her tea ste a m i n g. My heart was full and
s i n cere en tering the be a utiful Ho ly Ro s a ry
Ch a pel each morning for com mu n i ty ch a n ti n g,
prayer, and ri tu a l s . Were the lessons my father
t a u ght me there , t h en , u pholding me?  

For el even ye a rs I lived the life of a nu n : s tu dy-
i n g, te ach i n g, prayi n g, ex p l oring spiri tu a l i ty and
t h eo l ogy, and growing in some understanding of
human rel a ti onships and the human com mu n i ty,

with its va ri a ti ons and needs both loc a lly and
a broad . Two and a half ye a rs of the el even were
s pent living and working in the Philipp i n e s . All
el even ye a rs were won derf u l , s om etimes qu i te
ch a ll en gi n g, most of ten simple and lived mom en t
by mom en t , d ay by day. D ad ’s Zen lessons were
bro u ght to the meeti n gs , the ch a pel s , the cl a s s-
room s , the ga rden s , the sit-down stri ke s , and the
cel ebra ti ons of bi rths and de a t h s .

At age twen ty - ei gh t , I dec i ded to leave the
conven t — s om ething in me lon ged for marri a ge
and family, t h o u gh there were no guara n tees of
finding ei t h er. I left the conven t , but the conven t
did not leave me. The convent that remains in me
t h ro u gh o ut my life is a vi rtual conven t — f u ll and
f l owing from the deep and interi or lesson s
l e a rn ed as a ch i l d . Re s pect , gen ero s i ty, deep joy,
s ervi ce , com p a s s i on , s p i ri tual practi ce , a lovi n g
a t ti tu de , and a sense of com m i tm ent to…a vow
to … become a Bu d d h a . Is this not what the ga t h a
for the evening bell reminds all those who are
t h ere , and here , and every wh ere , to becom e ?

I know from ex peri en ce that life is cert a i n ly
not perfect . L iving in the convent was not perfect .
Fa m i ly life is not perfect nor was my dad . He had
his “s tu f f ” to deal wi t h . His po l i tical vi ews were
deb a t a bl e . O cc a s i onal cl o s e - m i n dedness limited
his opportu n i ties for growt h . I ’m su re there were
times he felt disco u ra gem en t , d i s d a i n , or de s p a i r,
as have I. Yet my call to everyd ay devo ti on a l ,
m on a s ti c , vowed life rem a i n s . I of fer gra ti tu de for
the lessons of Zen living of fered first by my
f a t h er. D ad was not yet a Bu d d h a . He was not
en ti rely en l i gh ten ed . Or was he?
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