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Nam Mô 
A Di Mà Ph t

In gratitude for 

the gift of the Dharma, 

we respectfully bow

to all who have supported 
ņ֖ NH QUANG 

BUDDHIST TEMPLE .

We are especially 

grateful to our teacher,

VEN. Tȡ KHEO  

THÍCH  THÔNG CHÁNH .

Returning to and relying 

on the Buddha, Dharma, 

and Sangha, we aspire 

to practice deeply for

the well-being of all.
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Namo Sakyamuni Buddha

Practicing the Buddhaôs way, we gradually remove the entanglements of the ego, starting 

from the coarse to the subtle, from the nominal to the real. The coarse and the nominal 

are things that can be seen and heard from the body and mouth. The subtle and real are 

abstractions of the mind, of consciousness. Practicing transforms our body, speech, and 

mind from evil to beauty and goodness; from greed to generosity and goodwill; from 

anger to compassion and patience; and from ignorance to joy, equanimity, and wisdom. 

Practicing is a process of change: from cause to effect, from the ordinary to the holy, 

from ignorance to wisdom, and from false attachment to liberation. To practice is to 

break down the nominal and gradually peel off the ego, letting go of illusions and false 

names. If undertaken to compete for fame and power, even great actions do not reach the 

goal of practicing for transformation. 

Cultivation is meaningful when each action, word, and thought is consistent with the 

Dharma, aiming for the benefit and happiness of all beings. But if they are not based on 

the Bodhi mind, actions are just delusions born of ignorance and attachment. Reflecting 

on how change happens in the world, we can examine our own ideals and aspirations. In 

the storm of impermanence arising all around us, happening right before our eyes, what 

should we do, say, and think to sustain our practice and be worthy of these fragile 

moments of life? Knowing the importance of spiritual friendship in the Buddhaôs path, 

we have written a few things for everyone to learn and practice together.

This book is the result of much support from the Venerable Monastics and Buddhists of 

the Vietnamese and American communities. We sincerely hope to receive further 

guidance from monastics and good friends: to help us on our path of learning the 

Buddhaôs teachings, to be more diligent, and to shine the light of Buddhism everywhere. 

Venerable Thích Thông Chánh 

Abbot of ņ֗nh Quang Buddhist Temple

October 2024
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Introduction
The mindfulness verses that form the basis of these reflections were composed in 2022 and 

featured in Awakening the Lotus. To write each verse, I would spend time in meditation, using 

the subject of the accompanying photo as an object of awareness. This practice gave me an even 

deeper sense of gratitude for the profound gift that ņ֗nh Quang Temple offers to the Ozarks. 

When I first visited ņ֗nh Quang for Ullambana in 2011, I knew only a little of the rich depths of 

practice held in the images, ornaments, and offerings that filled the halls. I had studied 

Buddhism academically during graduate school in the late 1990s; I started practicing with the 

Buddhaôs teachings in 2005, largely in the context of socially engaged Buddhism; I then lived in 

Cambodia from 2007-2010, immersed in a Theravadan culture and practice. I was a stranger to 

many of the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, Dharma instruments, altars, offerings, and practices that 

now surrounded me. Despite this ignorance, ThӺy generously invited and included us into the 

temple community, and, drop by drop, the bucket started to fill. 

In 2017, ThӺy invited a small group of us to open an ecumenical, English-speaking service at 

the temple. This brought with it the rare and wonderful opportunity to learn from and practice 

closely with him and, over time, other monastics of the Midwest Sangha. I cannot adequately 

express how grateful I am for this, and I can only hope that the fruits of their generosity are 

expressed in my practice and glimpsed in these reflections. 

Each chapter of this book contains a mindfulness verse, related reflection, and then questions (to 

support contemplation) and practices (to support application). The reflections are offered 

through the lens of my own understanding and practice; they are not definitive, but invitational. 

Our goal in publishing this book is to give to others a starting place for deepening their own 

practice, especially those unfamiliar with Vietnamese Buddhism, with the encouragement that 

they will do so with the support and guidance of a temple and teacher. 

We also encourage you to adapt the reflective questions and practices to your needs. If only one 

question resonates with you, that is the question to contemplate. It is better to do one practice 

wholeheartedly than all the practices superficially. And for those able to do so, the book can also 

be used in a group setting. Most importantly, the reflections, questions, and practices are to be 

brought into daily life. As ThӺy encourages us, ñNow is the time to practice.ò 

xi

https://dinhquangtemple.com/index.php/tenth-anniversary-books/
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1. Opening with Compassion

The heart-mind, 

rising with the eyes,

perceives the Bodhisattva

and opens with compassion. 

1
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I started practicing with the Buddhaôs teachings in 2005, during a very 

stressful period of life and with a deep sense of suffering, grief, and exhaustion. 

At first, I was merely looking for ideas and practices that would complement 

what I was already doing and help me cope with the difficulties I faced. But the 

Buddhaôs voice, carried through thousands of years and over thousands of miles, 

offered more than I had hoped. As I practiced, I found that I was no longer just 

surviving; my suffering was being transformed. At the beginning, it was simply 

the feeling of relief that chanting and meditating gave me from the near constant 

crash of difficult and painful circumstances. But, little by little, I began noticing 

that this peace went with me as I got up from the cushion and even stayed with 

me throughout the day. Insights and aspirations that, at first, mainly arose during 

practice now started to percolate through my daily tasks and routines. These 

small habits held a big importance. They were making space within me where I 

could nourish insight and grow in wisdom, compassion, and even joy. 

Along the way, I encountered tales and images of bodhisattvas. These began 

as fragments, powerful glimpses into a path of joyful transformation. Even 

without knowing their full stories, I began to understand. One of the images that 

particularly moved me during this time was that of Quán ThԒ Âm Bodhisattva, 

the One who Hears the Cries of the World, riding a dragon across the ocean of 

suffering. I had turned toward Buddhism when I felt lost in a such a sea. I was 

working so hard to stay afloat, but it was taking more and more energy to just 

tread water. I stayed strong outwardly, but the waves were overwhelming, and I 

could feel my limits. In the image of Quan Âm riding those waves, offering help 

and relief, I recognized my own experience. The Bodhisattva embodied a way of 

being that moved me from helplessness and despair to a powerful practice of 

cultivating a wise compassion. 

When I moved to southwest Missouri in 2010, I never expected to find a 

Buddhist community. And when I first made my way to ņ֗nh Quang Temple in
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2011, I had no idea of where this journey would go. But the next year, a familiar 

image greeted me. In the temple courtyard, a 17 foot tall image of Quán ThԒ Âm 

rises above the temple grounds. She stands on a lotus  blossom. Fittingly, she is 

the first sight that meets the eye when visiting the temple. Her right hand, with 

the ring finger meeting the thumb, offers a gesture of refuge and blessing, while 

her left hand holds a vase filled with the dew of compassion.

      Even now when I look up at B  ֟Tát Quán ThԒ Âm, I am reminded of the 

powerful compassion she embodies as she rides the waves of birth and death, of 

pain and suffering, to offer compassion to all who are drowning. I would later 

find this very image in chapter 25 of the Lotus Sutra : 

ñé if you are cast adrift in a mighty 

Sea, surrounded by hydras, sea-nymphs and devil whales, 

Abide in Avalokitesvara and the shallows shall appear.ò 

One of the most frightening parts of my own experience of being adrift in that 

sea of suffering was that I was losing touch with my capacity for kindness and 

compassion. My desperation increased with my difficulties, and my confidence 

that I could remain faithful to my own convictions and aspirations began to 

dwindle. That upward glance became a symbol of how compassion could still 

blossom within me. Sometimes, when we tread lifeôs rough waters, all we can 

feel are the crushing waves and the fear of drowning. Looking up, seeing the 

visage of Quan Âm, I could remember that compassion was possible, even in the 

worst circumstances. I could receive this precious gift, and I could offer it in turn 

to both myself and others. 

In this moment of this transformation, we are no longer drowning or even 

treading water. We are riding the waves. 

https://archive.org/details/lotus25/page/n5/mode/2up


Reflect:

- When is it more difficult for you to experience compassion? When does 

your heart-mind open more naturally and easily to compassion? 

- Can you recall a time when you experienced compassion in an 

unexpected way, whether giving or receiving it, or when it was needed the 

most? How did that experience change your understanding of 

compassion? 

- What people, stories, or symbols have embodied compassion, and helped 

open your own heart-mind to it? 

-  How and why is compassion important in your own spiritual life? 

4



Practice: 

- Keep a compassion journal. Each day, make a note of at least one time 

when you offered or received an act of compassion. 

- Volunteer at an organization that provides some compassionate service. 

- Place a reminder of Quán ThԒ Âm Bodhisattva, such as a picture or 

statue, where you will see it each day. Pause and recite a simple 

aspiration, such as: ñMay my heart open to compassion this day, both to 

offer and receive it.ò 

5





2. ñNot until the hells are emptiedéò  

Uttering the Great Vow, 

K itigarbha understands:

all obstacles will be overcome.

Walking the Bodhisattva way, we understand: 

the six paramitas suffuse the six realms;

no realm or being will be abandoned. 

7
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During that stressful season in the early 2000s, I lived in rural Missouri, 

providing community programming and pastoral care. In addition to the familiar 

challenges, our communities were reeling from the emerging methamphetamine 

crisis. By 2004, Missouri led the nation in meth lab busts, with most of the drugs 

being produced in home labs. There was a great deal of shame around the 

problems, too. I remember one woman confidentially asking for help, looking for 

support for her granddaughter. She was waiting for me outside of my office on a 

crisp evening in October. We cried together as she told their story, the wind 

stinging our faces as evening fell. I shared as many resources as I could with her, 

recommended some treatment options, and encouraged her to seek support from 

others in the community experiencing these challenges. But this was too much; 

she recoiled and stammered, ñNobody can know about this; it would devastate 

the family!ò

She was not alone, but the shame could be hidden only so long, as the need 

quickly outpaced the resources available in our little towns. Overwhelmed and 

uncertain, many people seemed to find it more comforting to avoid the problems 

than address them, pretending the suffering did not exist. My ongoing work, 

focused on family conflict, recovery resources, and spiritual care for 

marginalized members of the community, continued to be both vitally necessary 

and surprisingly controversial. We did our best to work together, as needs 

continued to grow. But I could feel my own wellbeing getting stretched thin; the 

spiritual disciplines that had sustained me were no longer adequate. The most 

pressing question was increasingly becoming: how can I practice in such a way 

that I can engage with suffering (inside and around me) with honesty, openness, 

compassion, and wisdom, without succumbing to apathy, rage, or despair? I felt 

increasingly frustrated at those who did not support our attempts to offer care to 

those who needed it and decreasingly hopeful that our efforts would make a 

difference.
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The story of K itigarbha was exactly what I needed in that time of despair, 

with his vow that ñNot until the hells are emptied will I become a Buddha.ò His 

presence made it possible for flowers to bloom even in the hell realm, and his 

unwavering commitment and confidence meant that he could be present with 

even the most overwhelming suffering. The possibility of that kind of presence 

spoke exactly to my situation and gave me hope. Previously, I had only studied 

bodhisattvas in an academic setting. Now, I began to understand not only their 

power and beauty, but how that power and beauty could translate into my own 

life and community. My heart resonated with the Great Vow, and I returned to 

my work with renewed energy - and hopefully with more insight and wisdom.

When I sat to write the mindfulness verse for K itigarbha in 2022, I returned 

to chapter one of The Sutra on the Original Vows and the Attainment of Merits 

of KἨitigarbha Bodhisattva. Countless Buddhas and Bodhisattvas from infinite 

worlds gathered, celebrating the wisdom and power that guided beings to the 

end of suffering and paying homage to Shakyamuni Buddha. With this joy, the 

Buddha smiled, beams of wisdom and compassion radiating from him. This 

radiance filled space with the sounds of the six paramitas: generosity, virtue, 

patience, diligence, concentration, and wisdom. 

The image of K itigarbha walking the hell realms appeared to me as a 

reverberation of those qualities, echoing through and filling every realm. The 

Bodhisattva not only reminds us that our Awakening is bound up together; he 

gives us a path to walk that embodies this profound insight and transformation. 

We understand that all beings, no matter their shortcomings or sufferings, have 

the capacity to awaken ï and will. So, like K itigarbha, we keep walking. 

https://www.buddhanet.net/pdf_file/ksitigarbha.pdf
https://www.buddhanet.net/pdf_file/ksitigarbha.pdf


Reflect:

- Recall when someone supported you during an especially stressful time. 

How did that change your experience of suffering? 

-Recall when you supported someone else during an especially stressful 

time. How did that change your experience of suffering? 

-K itigarbhaôs vow did not have an expiration date. How do you relate to 

suffering when change does not come quickly or easily?  

- How does the image of a bodhisattva abiding in hell impact your 

understanding of Buddhist practice? What might K itigarbhaôs vow mean 

in your own life?

10



Practice: 

- Practice with the paramitas. Each day, choose a different quality: 

generosity, virtue, patience, diligence, concentration, and wisdom. 

-How does that paramita empower you in bearing with great suffering? 

-How does it relate to bringing about an end of suffering?

-What supports that quality in your own life? 

-How does your practice of the paramita change your relationship with 

suffering? 

-How does your practice open up the possibility of change for others? 

- Place a reminder of K itigarbha Bodhisattva, such as a picture or statue, 

where you will see it each day. Pause and recite a simple aspiration, such 

as: ñMay I and all beings be free from suffering; may our actions in 

thought, word, and deed incline to Awakening.ò

11





3. One Thousand Arms (part 1)

Before me with one thousand arms,

AvalokiteŜvara manifests supreme giving.

Bowing with palms together,

may kindness and wisdom 

be in perfect harmony.

13



AvalokiteŜvara with 1,000 arms is another manifestation of Quan Âm 

Bodhisattva. The image is inspired by many texts and has inspired countless 

people across times and traditions. Each of the 1,000 hands has an eye in the 

palm, a reminder of a boundless and wise compassion that can both understand 

and relieve suffering. In the śȊraἆgama SȊtra, the Bodhisattva describes how he 

can take whatever form the listener needs to clearly hear and understand the 

Dharma, opening a path to liberation. The list of these wonderful 

ñtransformation bodiesò includes students, teachers, divine beings, warriors, 

royalty, elders, scholars, judges, monastics, laypeople, dragons, malicious 

spirits, and human beings of all ages and genders. He also ñcan take on different 

wonderful forms,ò with many heads and arms. Underlying this diversity is the 

undivided mind. The Buddha points out that these wonderful forms do not truly 

differ from one another, and no one path is superior or inferior to another, 

because each form is an embodiment of the Buddhasô liberating wisdom and 

compassion. In this spirit, the Buddha inquires which method is best suited to 

support Ananda in the path, ñso that he can awaken to it and which one is easy 

of achievement, for the benefit of living beings é .ò 

Here, then, is one lesson in the one thousand arms: we encounter the Dharma 

in a multitude of ways, and our practice is to find a path that best suits us and 

supports one another in cultivating the Bodhi Mind. This frees us from 

comparison; we cultivate understanding, rather than approval or disapproval. It 

also opens up boundless opportunities. Each moment meets us with some 

expression of the Dharma, if we are willing to listen. In what wonderful form 

can we hear the Dharma today? How will we meet the Bodhisattva and glimpse 

liberation in this moment? And more ï what forms do our own lives take in the 

expression of the bodhisattva ideal? How might others encounter the Dharma 

when they encounter us?

14

https://www.buddhanet.net/pdf_file/surangama.pdf


In the KǕraἈỈavyȊha Sutra, AvalokiteŜvara enters the Avǭci hell to bring 

compassion there. The guards are confused and terrified when they see giant 

lotus flowers blooming and raging fires transforming into pools of cool water. A 

giant pot, echoing with the sounds of wailing from the millions suffering inside 

it, splits open, opening a way to freedom. YamarǕja , the god of Death, decides 

to investigate, curious about what being could possibly have the power to do 

such an incredible thing. Finding AvalokiteŜvara, he bows down and praises him 

as one with great power, who - with 100,000 arms, millions of eyes, and eleven 

heads ï brightens even the darkest corners and so completely relieves suffering. 

YamarǕja  proclaims that this Bodhisattva creates wisdom, bestows joy, and 

extinguishes the flames of hell. 

The themes overlap in these texts, but in extinguishing hell, we clearly see 

the great power of Compassion. In this image of AvalokiteŜvara with 1,000 

arms, the traditional form shows the Bodhisattva with palms together, holding a 

wish-fulfilling jewel. Five other hands hold different implements, while 992 

hands are opened and empty in the mudra of supreme giving. The many arms, 

eyes, and heads remind us that compassion is greater than our suffering. Even 

the god of Death and lord of Hell bows to this Bodhisattva. In fact, one of 

YamarǕjaôs praises is that AvalokiteŜvara is the one who offers ñthe supreme 

boonò ï liberation from all suffering and the Awakening of the Bodhi mind.

So, we remember: the Bodhisattvaôs hands and eyes are always open: both to 

receive ï to be with us in ï our suffering and to offer us compassion. Both are 

gifts. So many of us live in isolation, without hope that another being truly cares 

about what we are going through, let alone that someone can help relieve that 

suffering. The supreme giving of AvalokiteŜvara is the gift of compassionate 

presence, even in our worst pain. And that gift is so supreme that even the god 

of Death wonders at the lotuses blooming in hell, and he bows down in praise.   

15

https://read.84000.co/translation/toh116.html


Reflect:

- What wonderful forms have best communicated the Dharma to you? 

Have any of them taken you by surprise? 

- Why is it important that sharing the Dharma can take on many forms? 

How might that impact how you relate to your daily life?

- What does the image of the fires of hell being transformed into pools of 

cool water with blooming lotuses mean to you? 

 

- How does ñsupreme givingò connect with compassion? 

16



Practice:

Many Buddhist artists have offered creative pathways to contemplate the 

bodhisattvas and cultivate wisdom and compassion. Take time this week 

to connect with several of these ñwonderful formsò of AvalokiteŜvara. For 

example, you may:

- Listen to and contemplate with a mantra dedicated to AvalokiteŜvara, 

such as ñOm Mani Padme Humò or ñNamo AvalokiteŜvara.ò (Many 

recordings are available with free access online on platforms like 

YouTube.)

- Go to a temple, museum, or website to contemplate images of 

AvalokiteŜvara and how they relate to offering compassion. (Many 

museums now upload art depicting the Bodhisattva, complete with 

descriptions.) 

- Make your own creative offering. Set a mantra to music. Write a poem 

about compassion. Paint a scene of AvalokiteŜvara transforming the Avǭci 

hell. Practice the mudras associated with his depictions. Arrange flowers 

as an offering to the Bodhisattva. 

17





4. One Thousand Arms (part 2)
 

Before me with one thousand arms,

AvalokiteŜvara manifests supreme giving.

Bowing with palms together,

may kindness and wisdom 

be in perfect harmony.

19



This depiction of AvalokiteŜvara with One Thousand Arms, the One who 

Looks with Compassion, has obviously resonated with humans across time, 

place, and culture. He is the object of both devotion and artistic creation, as well 

as the inspiration for practice, for countless people. But there is another part to 

this tradition that has connected with us in a different way. It answers the 

question, but why does AvalokiteŜvara have one thousand arms and eyes? 

The story is told in chapter four of the Mani Kambum, a collection of Tibetan 

texts that were most likely written in the 12th and 13th centuries. These texts 

focus on AvalokiteŜvara and a seventh century king, Songtsen Gampo, who was 

recognized as an emanation of the Bodhisattva. The chapter begins as we would 

expect, with AvalokiteŜvara coming before AmitǕbha Buddha and vowing that 

all sentient beings will find liberation. AmitǕbha praises the Bodhisattva and 

declares that he will be the Bodhisattvaôs companion in fulfilling this vow. 

AvalokiteŜvara then emanates six beams of light that fill the six realms, and the 

Bodhisattva vows to relieve the suffering of every kind of being in every realm 

he visits. We recognize this powerful, transformative compassion ï and it works! 

The six realms are emptied, three times over.

And yet, despite this wondrous success, the Bodhisattva realizes that more 

beings are simply replacing those he guides to liberation. A realm emptied from 

suffering does not stay empty for long. The size of the task suddenly strikes him, 

and it is inconceivable. AvalokiteŜvara becomes depressed and, being depressed, 

he gives up. If the liberation of all beings is so impossible, he thinks that perhaps 

he has done enough after all. Perhaps, now, his own peace and happiness ï his 

own liberation - is enough. The insight that our personal well-being and 

liberation cannot be separated from our collective well-being and liberation is - 

temporarily ï forgotten. 

 However, one of his vows was that, if he should abandon even one 

20
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sentient being, he would split into pieces. And this is exactly what happens. In 

the moment that he gives up on fulfilling his vow, AvalokiteŜvara fractures. He 

suffers unbearable pain and utters ña woeful sound.ò But AmitǕbha Buddha 

remains a partner in compassion and gathers all the fragments. He refashions the 

Bodhisattva with eleven heads, one thousand arms, and an eye in each hand. 

AmitǕbha then gives him a mantra: Om Mani Padme Hum. Its six syllables 

correspond to liberation from the six realms. ñHold it,ò he counsels the renewed 

Bodhisattva. ñRepeat. Perfect everything.ò 

It is a story of aspiration, depression, brokenness, restoration, and 

transformation. It is a story essential for the cultivation of compassion, a wisdom 

that helps bring balance and harmony to our practice. We recognize ourselves 

here. We know the feeling of watching our most compassionate, skillful 

aspirations tested by exhaustion. We have felt the elation of giving and receiving 

compassion smashed to pieces by recognizing the complexity of what is left to 

be done. We have tasted the bitterness of depression when our best efforts are 

met with just more of the same, with no decrease in suffering. And we have 

heard a similar voice in our own heads ï ñwhat good is a bodhisattva vow? 

Wouldnôt it be best to give up?ò

What insight there is in hearing that a bodhisattva of great power became 

overwhelmed and depressed! And what understanding there is in seeing the 

response! AmitǕbha Buddha said that he also relied ñon an aspiration like thisò 

for his own Enlightenment, and that is why he wanted to be AvalokiteŜvaraôs 

companion in the task. AmitǕbha knew, and he held compassion for 

AvalokiteŜvara. The Bodhisattvaôs failure was met with kindness instead of 

condemnation. And rather than being cast aside as inadequate, AvalokiteŜvara 

was given what he needed to fulfill his vow. These are lessons for us, too, in 

how we treat ourselves and one another, as we work together to create 

communities where kindness and wisdom are in perfect harmony. 

21



Reflect:

- What is the significance of the story of AvalokiteŜvara splitting into 

pieces? How does this connect with your own experience? 

- How does AmitǕbha Buddhaôs response to AvalokiteŜvara embody 

wisdom and compassion? 

- Why is the mutual support of wisdom and compassion essential for 

walking the bodhisattva path? 

- What might the image of one thousand arms mean for us today as a 

community of practitioners? 
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Practice: 

- Visualize the story of AvalokiteŜvara, contemplating each of the main 

aspects. Chant one of the Bodhisattvaôs mantras at each stage: 

ÅAspiration (making the bodhisattva vow); 

ÅAction (bringing liberation to each of the six realms); 

ÅDepression (becoming discouraged at how much work is left to do); 

ÅGiving up (splitting into pieces); 

ÅRenewal (receiving compassionate help that restores and 

transforms); 

ÅFulfillment (returning to and accomplishing the bodhisattva vow). 

- Journal about your experiences of compassion from multiple 

perspectives. 

ÅWhen have you felt discouraged like AvalokiteŜvara, your 

compassion overwhelmed by suffering in or around you? 

ÅWhen have you acted like AmitǕbha Buddha, helping someone 

(perhaps even yourself) renew themselves? 

ÅWhen have you found a renewed ability to fulfill your aspiration?

- Place a reminder of 1,000 arms AvalokiteŜvara, such as a picture or 

statue, where you will see it each day. Pause and recite a simple 

aspiration, such as: ñMay all who vow to embody compassion have 

everything they need to fulfill this aspiration.ò 
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5. All Obstacles Disappear

Perceiving the boundless ocean of merit,

Samantabhadra holds nothing for himself.

 

Jeweled lotus flowers fall like rain;

all obstacles disappear. 
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For most of my life, Iôve lived inland, among streams and lakes. I visited the 

Pacific and Atlantic Oceans once each as I grew up; both were special occasions. 

I then had the joy of living near oceans in both northern California, USA, and 

later in Cambodia. Although I love both, there is a different feeling between 

dangling my feet in an Ozarksô stream and wading into the waters of an ocean 

that stretch across the entire horizon. Having felt the immensity of that expanse 

certainly gives a more profound meaning to the image of the vast ocean of 

suffering that we glimpsed when reflecting on Quan Âm . 

But this same image ï the unfathomable size and power of an ocean ï is 

flipped in other Buddhist scriptures and stories. While an ocean of suffering 

captures for us the experience of being overwhelmed, swallowed up, and left 

frantically hoping for shore by the hardships of life, the ocean of merit captures 

for us the boundless potential for wise and compassionate action. In the 

Practices and Vows of Samantabhadra Bodhisattva, it is the merits and virtues 

of the Buddhas that are infinite. Samantabhadra explains that, if each atom in the 

universe represented a kalpa of time (about 16 million years), there still 

wouldnôt be enough time to proclaim the boundless virtues of the Buddhas. 

That boundlessness arises from the Ten-fold Paramita, the gateway to the 

Other Shore and basis of bodhisattva practice. Each of the ten practices flow 

from the first, to pay homage to all Buddhas. Moving through the aspirations, 

the practitioner grows in understanding and cultivation of the path. The more we 

understand what the Buddhas and their Awakening means, the more the heart-

mind itself inclines to Awakening. There is no need for coercion, for example, 

when it comes to honestly recognizing and letting go of the unwholesome acts 

that hold us back, or from recognizing and celebrating the wholesome acts of 

others. The heart-mind opens with such generosity that it cannot view anyone as 

beyond this wisdom and compassion, including ourselves. 
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óIôll be a doctor for anyone who is sick,ô the Bodhisattva of Great Action 

proclaims. óIôll guide anyone who has lost their way. Iôll make sure the poor find 

hidden treasures. All Buddhas hold this Great Heart in common. This Great 

Compassion brings forth the Bodhi-heart, and the Bodhi-heart brings forth 

Enlightenment.ô He compares it to a huge tree in the desert. Even if no water is 

in sight, the roots go down deep, and the tree still flourishes with leaves, flowers, 

and fruit. 

This all leads to the tenth and greatest aspiration, to dedicate these merits to 

all beings - that all of us together, without exception, will realize the Bodhi 

Mind. So, while the suffering of the six realms is great, this practice is up to the 

task. If ñspace is boundless,ò Samantabhadra says, ñso also is my homage.ò If 

suffering arising from greed, hatred, delusion, and the like is boundless, so are 

the wholesome qualities that arise through skillful acts of body, speech, and 

mind. And even when all the karma and all the suffering of all beings comes to 

an end, this Heart of Great Compassion never will. This brings us back to the 

first vow; for when we act with the Heart of Great Compassion for all beings, 

that is the greatest homage we can offer to the Buddhas. 

In the Lotus Sutra, Samantabhadraôs arrival is greeted with music and a 

gentle rain of jeweled lotus flowers. Countless bodhisattvas accompany him. He 

vows to protect all who take up that teaching and assures them they are planting 

ñdeep roots of good merit.ò We all have different experiences. For some of us, it 

is much easier to see the vast ocean of suffering than it is to see the boundless 

ocean of merit. But Samantabhadraôs vows offer a pathway to train our actions 

of body, speech, and mind, and to find for ourselves that the Heart of Great 

Compassion is indeed more than enough: to bring about an end of every 

suffering and to bring forth the Bodhi Mind in every being. The roots go deep. 

The water is there. The practice is possible. Samantabhadraôs vow includes me, a 

blossom on a mighty tree of Great Compassion. I, too, vow to cultivate it. 
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Reflect:

-Call to mind both images: the ocean of suffering and the ocean of merit. 

How do you relate to each? How do the two images relate to each other? 

-Samantabhadra is called the Bodhisattva of Great Action. What are some 

ways in which his vows reflect that name? 

-How does the analogy of the Great Tree provide both hope and guidance 

for cultivating the bodhisattva path, even in difficult conditions? 

-Why is it that, when we act with the Heart of Great Compassion for all 

beings, that is the greatest homage we can offer to the Buddhas? 
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Practice:

-Contemplate the ten vows made by Samantabhadra Bodhisattva. How 

does (or might) each vow find expression in your life? In what ways does 

each vow connect back to the first, paying homage to all Buddhas? 

-In order to glimpse the boundless ocean of merit even in difficult 

circumstances, consider using the ñWhat Went Rightò practice. Being 

careful not to minimize, deny, or repress suffering, reflect on the following 

question: ñWhat had to go right in order for me to notice what went 

wrong?ò 

-Another version of this ñWhat Went Rightò practice is to bring your 

attention to some relationship, object, or experience that you may take for 

granted. For example, if you enjoy the benefit of access to clean drinking 

water: ñWhat had to go right in order for me to be able to assume this 

water was safe to drink?ò

-Place a reminder of Samantabhadra Bodhisattva, such as a picture or 

statue, where you will see it each day. Pause and recite a simple aspiration, 

such as: 

May I and all beings bring forth the Heart of Great Compassion.
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6. The Entrance Opens

Ma¶juŜrǭ wields the scepter 

that cuts through all dualities.

Beyond syllables and sounds, 

the entrance opens.
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Cultivating the Heart of Great Compassion is a powerful and beautiful 

aspiration, transforming all actions of body, speech, and mind into the Great 

Action of a bodhisattva. But the aspiration can easily get lost while we navigate 

through this realm of suffering. We face complicated questions and bump into 

our limitations at every turn. It is sometimes a short distance between a vow of 

Great Compassion and the shattered form we encountered with AvalokiteŜvara. 

Maraôs voice greets us at every turn, whispering: ñGreat Compassion is good 

and well in a perfect world, but you have to live here. Itôs not practical.ò 

We can get lost in circles, perhaps a rut, bouncing between these skillful 

aspirations and the confusion of how to embody them in what we call the real 

world. We can get caught in our ideas of success and failure, or in othersô praise 

and blame. But there is another possibility, a middle way beyond these binaries. 

For example, one of the most common questions I encounter when teaching 

meditation is, ñam I doing it right?ò We work together to move that question 

toward, ñwhat happens when I do it this way?ò Instead of a duality of good and 

bad, of approval and disapproval, we train the mind to pay attention, cultivate 

understanding, and choose actions with wisdom and compassion. We turn 

through our practice in spirals, passing through these lessons again and again, 

but deeper (or higher) at each turning. This isnôt a rut; this is a ramp. 

Our Gentle Friend in this path is Ma¶juŜrǭ, wielding the scepter of wisdom 

to help cut a path through our ignorance and free us from its inevitable 

suffering. In a chapter of the Vimalakǭrti Sutra, ñThe Dharma-Door of 

Nonduality,ò Vimalakǭrti invites the many bodhisattvas who have gathered 

around to each give their explanation of how one goes about entering that gate 

of nondualism. One by one, they name a pair that forms a dualism and how to 

transcend it. The list covers birth and death; ñIò and ñmineò; defiled and pure; 

good and evil; blame and praise; created and uncreated; the realm of birth and 

death and nirvana; Enlightenment and ignorance; sense base and their objects; 
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self and other; dark and light; correct and incorrect; true and false; and more. 

Ma¶juŜrǭ replies that entering the gate of nondualism is not the same as thinking 

about or explaining it. Itôs a direct experience that transcends questions and 

answers. The Bodhisattva is still pointing to the thing itself, but he doesnôt name 

a dualism here, except for (perhaps) the dualism of words and no-words. 

He then turns to Vimalakǭrti and says, ñnow itôs your turn; what do you have 

to say about this?ò And Vimalakǭrti remains silent. He embodies Ma¶juŜrǭôs 

wisdom, opening the gate beyond syllables and sounds. In the sutra, Ma¶juŜrǭ 

sighs and speaks in reply, announcing that Vimalakǭrtiôs silence ï ñnot a word!ò 

ï is the true way here. This announcement is for our benefit, so that there is no 

confusion, lest we think that Vimalakǭrti is silent because he doesnôt understand 

or doesnôt have something to say. In fact, words and no-words are not at odds. 

The chapter ends by noting that 5,000 of the bodhisattvas, upon hearing this 

chapter preached, entered that Dharma door of nonduality.  

Teaching the Dharma is a gift, and the Bodhisattvasô descriptions help us 

glimpse just how steeped we are in dualistic thinking. These pairs surround us, 

are within us, and we carry them with us wherever we go. Hearing this list helps 

us both to understand how saturated our minds are with these opposing pairs, 

and to then understand that each moment can be a gateway to insight and 

wisdom that frees us from their ignorance. Each time a duality comes into 

awareness, we can yield ourselves to Ma¶juŜrǭôs sword. In the case of 

Vimalakǭrti, we see this in action. After hearing all the descriptions of 

nondualism, he embodied it. His silence was not in opposition to the wise words 

spoken by the Bodhisattvas. Ma¶juŜrǭ recognized that the silence was the 

manifestation of wisdom - and offers to us the same opened door.

33



Reflect:

-What are some of the prominent dualities that you encounter? What makes 

them compelling to the mind? 

-In our Buddhist practice, how might shifting the question from, ñam I 

doing it right?ò toward, ñwhat happens when I do it this way?ò help 

support the cultivation of wisdom and compassion? 

-How is nondualism an expression of the Buddhaôs Middle Way? 

-Why was Vimalakǭrtiôs silence an embodiment of entering the Dharma 

door of nondualism? 
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Practice:

-Return to the analogy of Buddhist practice as a spiral. Contemplate how 

your own practice has included returning to and moving through certain 

lessons in new ways. What growth becomes clearer through this lens? 

-Intentionally bring the question, ñwhat happens when I do it this way?ò, 

into your practice. Choose a formal meditation activity (e.g., choosing your 

posture in meditation) or everyday routine (e.g., washing the dishes) and 

bring your attention to it in an open, curious, kind, and grateful way. If you 

notice a dualism arise (e.g., ñam I doing this right?ò), pause and reconnect 

with your openness. You can use the question, ñwhat happens when I do it 

this way?ò, to signal your return. 

- Place a reminder of Ma¶juŜrǭ Bodhisattva, such as a picture or statue, 

where you will see it each day. Pause and recite a simple aspiration, such 

as: ñMay the scepter of wisdom cut through all greed, hatred, and 

delusion.ò 
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7. A Healing Presence

Medicine Buddha awakens in us

the aspiration to cultivate well-being

in the realm of pain, disease, and suffering. 

May we live in such a way 

that all beings are free from harm

and quickly find the path of liberation. 
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Many years ago, some friends were delighted to harvest young leeks growing 

in their spring garden, a perfect addition to a salad of early greens. Unfortunately, 

some of the bulbs were actually daffodils and our friends spent the day at the 

emergency room. Instead of a celebration of the end of winter, they celebrated 

surviving an accidental poisoning. It was an easy mistake, and it was shocking 

that it could have been a deadly one. 

The power of poison, that something we consume could then consume us, also 

makes it a potent metaphor in the spiritual life. The Buddha called greed, hatred, 

and delusion the Three Poisons. Two others are often added to this list: when 

delusion and greed mix, they arise as pride. When greed and hatred mix, they 

arise as jealousy. The Poisons are an effective shorthand for all the unskillful and 

harmful ways we act in body, speech, and mind. They sustain the suffering that 

fills our lives, communities, and cultures. This is also why these Three Poisons 

are at the center of Buddhist depictions of the wheel of life: a pig (delusion), 

rooster (greed), and snake (hatred) endlessly chasing and biting one another. 

At its most basic level, a poison is something that can cause illness or death in 

a creature when ingested or absorbed. Looking through the lens of greed, hatred, 

and delusion, we can easily see how ill - how very poisoned - our world normally 

is. Many of us have become so accustomed to the poverty, war, and oppression 

that have characterized human existence, that it may sound outrageous to even 

imagine a world without them. 

Gratefully, we turn to the Medicine Buddha and find a remedy. His twelve 

Great Vows point a way to retrain our heart-minds to the possibility of healing, 

well-being, and Enlightenment in this very world of suffering. The first vow 

opens the door to liberation, a beautiful aspiration that all beings can become like 

him: a presence for healing in this world. We do not need to be defined by the 

poisons inside and around us. We are each more than the worst things weôve 

experienced; more than the suffering weôve known or even caused. Right here,
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in this heart-mind and in this moment, there can be an openness to being healed 

and offering healing from greed, hatred, and delusion. 

The second vow turns this aspiration into action: may all beings be empowered 

to act according to this wish. Similarly, the third vow makes sure we have every 

resource we need and ñnever want for anything.ò The fourth vow protects us from 

wrong views and the fifth protects us from wrong actions. These all provide us with 

a strong basis for being a healing presence in the world. And the point is well taken; 

how many of our own personal resolutions and collective movements for change 

get stalled right here? 

But with such a foundation, we can more clearly see Medicine Buddhaôs vision. 

What world will come about by these vows? One without disability (sixth), illness 

(seventh), misogyny (eighth), wrong views (ninth), imprisonment and state-

sanctioned violence (tenth), hunger (eleventh), and poverty (twelfth). Itôs an 

overhaul of the way things are: a transformation of greed, hatred, and delusion into 

generosity, kindness, and understanding in a way that transforms not only 

ourselves, but our communities and world. 

The suffering that exists in this realm is often entrenched and intractable, so 

much so that it begins to feel inevitable, if not natural. With Medicine Buddha, we 

begin to understand that the suffering that arises from the three poisons can be 

healed and even prevented, as we transform those conditions. It is true that, in this 

world, we face sickness, aging, and death, but even much of this suffering can be 

reduced through skillful care. Practicing these Twelve Great Vows, Medicine 

Buddha reminds us that we can work together to create a world where poverty, 

violence, exploitation, discrimination, and oppression of any kind are no longer 

assumed. Everyone having what they need to live a full life can become normal. 

Generosity, kindness, and wisdom can become normal. In a world overwhelmed by 

the Three Poisons, we ourselves can become an antidote. With Medicine Buddha, 

we can be a healing presence in the world. 
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Reflect:

-Give examples of how you have encountered the Three Poisons in: your 

life, relationships, community, and broader culture. What does it mean for 

us that these poisons (and their related social illnesses) are so common? 

-What are some of the ways that the illnesses and disabilities we 

experience in our bodies are connected to the larger challenges we 

experience in our society? 

-How do the first five vows of Medicine Buddha provide a strong basis for 

being a healing presence in the world? 

-Why is it important for Medicine Buddhaôs first vow to be that all beings 

become like him? 

-Which of Medicine Buddhaôs vows resonate the most with you as a vision 

that embodies wellbeing and Awakening for all beings? How are they 

related to the urgent needs for healing of our own society?  
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Practice:

-Call to mind a community program, especially one that you support or 

with whom you volunteer. Contemplate how your actions are related to 

personal, interpersonal, community, and/or cultural healing. 

-Recite the Medicine Buddha mantra. Ask your teacher for support, or 

chant along with a recording (many are available online for free). 

Note: Your temple may follow a specific tradition. For example, in 

Vietnamese, we chant: Nam Mô DҼ֯c SҼ LҼu Ly Quang VҼҺng PhԀt . 

- Place a reminder of Medicine Buddha, such as a picture or statue, where 

you will see it each day. Pause and recite a simple aspiration, such as: 

ñMay all beings have everything they need to enjoy wellbeing and walk 

the path of generosity, kindness, and wisdom.ò  
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8. Illuminating the Land of Bliss 

Compassion and Power together, 

like Sun and Moon, 

illuminate the Land of Bliss. 

With AmitǕbha, they welcome us 

to the Pure Land of the here and now. 
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You do not have to spend much time at the temple before you hear the 

recollection of a Buddhaôs name, especially ñNammô AdiĽ¨ PhԀt.ò We use it to 

greet one another, say thank you, say goodbye, express care and compassion, and 

practice Buddha name recitation. The meaning, ñHomage to the Buddha of Infinite 

Light,ò is an evocation of AmitǕbha Buddha. We recite the names of other Buddhas 

and Bodhisattvas, especially Shakyamuni Buddha (ñNam Mô B֡n SҼ Thích Ca 

Mâu Ni PhԀtò), but our remembrance of AdiĽ¨phԀt is constant. This reflects our 

traditionôs practice of both Zen (ThiԚn) and Pure Land Buddhist traditions. 

In the Buddha Hall, three statues in particular connect us to the Pure Land 

practice: AmitǕbha Buddha is joined by Kuan Yin (Quan Âm) and 

MahǕsthǕmaprǕpta (ņӴi ThԒ Chí). These two Bodhisattvas bring together the power 

of compassion and the power of wisdom, respectively. MahǕsthǕmaprǕptaôs name 

literally means ñGreat Strength.ò By the Bodhisattvaôs own description in the 

śȊraἆgama SȊtra, that strength arose through the recollection of the Buddha, ñwith 

all my thoughts concentrated,ò opening the way to enlightenment. This is why, he 

explained, ñI help all living beings of this world to control their thoughts by 

repeating the Buddhaôs name so that they can reach the Pure Land.ò (191)

The ñallò in ñall living beingsò is especially important. Part of what makes the 

recollection of a Buddha so wonderful is its accessibility. A Buddhaôs name can be 

recited by anyone in any circumstance. In terms of practice, itôs less of a shortcut 

and more of a direct path. Some teachers have compared it to a beetle that chews its 

way out of the side of a bamboo pole, rather than chewing through the stickôs entire 

length. The practice is also flexible: we can cultivate recollection of a Buddha by 

reciting a Buddhaôs name, visualizing a Buddha, gazing on a Buddha image, and 

remembering a Buddhaôs qualities. Why is this so effective? The Buddhas and 

Bodhisattvas are constantly aware of unawakened beings, understanding that all 

beings  ñare of the same substance.ò But the unawakened struggle to remember and 

fall into heedlessness. We ñrenounce the roots while we grasp at the branches,ò lost 

in greed, hatred, and delusion. When we remember the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas
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we also remember our own (and othersô) capacity for Awakening and the path of 

wisdom and compassion.

Over time, the practice goes deeply within, transforming our heart-minds. Pure 

Land teachings emphasize the cultivation of sincerity, faith, and the aspiration to be 

reborn in the Pure Land. Its broad vision is compelling, assuring Awakening. The 

Venerable Thích Thiên Ân described it as a place where ñEverything é teaches the 

Dharma.ò The birds sing Dharma songs, ñthe rivers hum sutras,ò and ñflowers 

blossom in harmony with the blossoming of wisdom.ò All the conditions support the 

cultivation of wisdom and compassion. ñIn the Pure Land everything is a stepping 

stone on the way to Perfect Enlightenment.ò 

And this insight brings the benefits of the practice into the here and now. One day, 

ThӺy and I were visiting a local business office regarding some construction bids. 

The waiting area was filled with taxidermized hunting trophies of deer, turkeys, and 

fish. ThӺy turned and asked, ñAre they real?ò When I nodded yes, he bowed to each 

of them in turn, compassionately reciting, Nammô AdiĽ¨ PhԀt. Witnessing his 

sincerity, faith, and wise compassion was a powerful reminder that, with consistent 

practice, this simple recitation takes on a depth we previously could not imagine. 

The more we are in touch with this vision, the more we understand what conditions 

make such a Pure Land possible. When we sing Dharma songs, we start to hear the 

Dharma from the birds. When we recite sutras, we start to hear the rivers hum them. 

When we cultivate wisdom, we recognize the wisdom of the flower. And more and 

more of our experiences become steppingstones on the path to Awakening. The 

wisdom and compassion of AmitǕbhaôs Pure Land can then shine from us. Venerable 

Thiên Ân described this as the Buddhaôs radiant light ñgrowing larger and larger and 

brighter and brighter until it merges with our own inner light.ò And it offers to us a 

path by which ñthis world will become transformed into the Pure Land, this Samsara 

become Nirvana, and all the bliss and purity of the Western paradise become realized 

in the here and now of everyday life.ò Nammô AdiĽ¨ PhԀt.
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Reflect:

-Why is AmitǕbha Buddha accompanied by the Bodhisattvas of 

Compassion and Wisdom? 

-What is the significance of MahǕsthǕmaprǕptaôs name, especially in light 

of the path he took to Enlightenment? 

-What are some ways that Pure Land practice embody inclusiveness and 

accessibility? 

-How does contemplating AmitǕbhaôs Pure Land support the ideal that 

ñthis world will become transformed é in the here and now of everyday 

lifeò? 
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Practice:

-Read and contemplate the vows of AmitǕbha Buddha. Which vows 

especially resonate with you? How can this support your practice? 

-Read and contemplate a Pure Land sutra, mantra, and/or teaching. Ask 

your teacher to help you find suitable texts to support your study and 

practice. 

-Place a reminder of AmitǕbha Buddha, Kuan Yin, and MahǕsthǕmaprǕpta 

(the Three Sages of the Western Pure Land), such as a picture or statues, 

where you will encounter them each day. Use this reminder as an 

opportunity to practice Buddha name recitation. 
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9. The Lotusô Radiant Bloom

A beam of sunlight travels countless miles

before awakening the lotusô radiant bloom.

Well-traveled through countless lives, 

 insight awakens Shakyamuniôs radiant mind.
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As far as we know, light can travel indefinitely. Moving at 186,000 miles per 

second, light can potentially travel 5.88 trillion miles in a single year. Scientists 

have even used redshift measurements to show that light can travel at least 15 

billion light years before it drops below the visible spectrum. Sunbeams that light 

up our planet need only travel about 93 million miles before they arrive and help a 

lotus bloom. These numbers are so large that they are basically beyond human 

comprehension ï which is exactly the point. Most sunlight doesnôt find a lotus 

flower, but even the rays that do must travel further than we can imagine. Such a 

practically endless journey is a fitting metaphor for the path of Enlightenment 

before the Buddha set the wheel of the Dharma in motion.  

That Shakyamuni Buddha taught about AmitǕbha Buddha and the Pure Land 

reminds us that the Buddhas know well the benefit of having  a direct path to the 

end of suffering. In the MahǕparinibbǕna Sutta, Shakyamuni Buddha reminded 

Ananda that ñyou and I have wandered and transmigrated for such a very long 

time.ò There was an inevitability to that wandering because, as the Buddha pointed 

out, it was all ñdue to not understanding and not penetrating four noble truthsò. 

Similarly, the metaphor of the ocean of suffering often makes an appearance when 

the Buddha teaches about rebirth. In the Assu Sutta, the Buddha asks a poignant 

question about the painful realities of human existence: 

ñNo first point is found of sentient beings roaming and transmigrating, shrouded 

by ignorance and fettered by craving. What do you think? Which is more: the 

flow of tears youôve shed while roaming and transmigrating for such a very 

long timeðweeping and wailing from being united with the unloved and 

separated from the lovedðor the water in the four oceans?ò

His listeners wisely answer that their tears could overflow the oceans. In 

another passage, the Buddha invites his listeners to consider all the blood that has 

been shed in the course of being butchered as animals and executed as criminals. 

And again, the spilt blood is ñmore than the water in the oceans.ò In both cases, the
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Buddha emphasized that: ñThis is quite enough for you to become disillusioned, 

dispassionate, and freed regarding all conditions.ò For countless ages, beings 

have been caught, just like this: desperate for relief from suffering, but repeating 

the same actions that produce that suffering. Seeing this clearly, the heart-mind 

has a sense of ñthis is quite enough.ò And once a path was laid out by the 

Buddha, we no longer had to endlessly trudge and travel through numberless 

rounds of suffering. In the Buddhaôs words, ñBut now that these truths have been 

seen, / the conduit to rebirth is eradicated.ò

This is an example of two qualities that the Buddha extolled. Samvega is the 

feeling of exhaustion, disillusionment, or disenchantment we find with the 

enormity of suffering, along with both a sense of our own complicity in getting 

caught in that foolish cycle and an urgency to find our way through and out of it. 

By itself, samvega is wasted on our despair, nihilism, hedonism, asceticism, or 

any other strategy we might use to deny or ignore the ocean of suffering. In the 

end, we commonly use these coping strategies to justify the unwholesome acts 

that ultimately perpetuate the endless flow of tears and blood. But hearing and 

practicing the Four Noble Truths channels samvega into pasada, a sense of clarity 

and confidence. In Buddhist practice, this confidence is in the Four Noble Truths. 

The Buddhaôs teaching offers a path that transforms samvega into pasada and 

suffering into wisdom and compassion, leading to Awakening. 

And just as sunlight opens the lotus blossom, the Dharma opens the heart-

mind. The Buddha described its wondrous capacity in this way: ñThis mind, 

mendicants, is radiant. But it is corrupted by passing corruptions. é This mind, 

mendicants, is radiant. And it is freed from passing corruptions. A learned noble 

disciple truly understands this.ò Knowing that we can pass beyond the futility of 

a fruitless path, we enter the freedom of samvega that knows pasada: ñThis is 

quite enough for you to become disillusioned, dispassionate, and freed regarding 

all conditions.ò Practicing the Buddhaôs teachings, we can know that this mind, 

too, is radiant. 
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Reflect:

-What role did contemplating the oceans of tears and blood play in 

understanding and practicing the Buddhaôs teachings? 

-How is the insight of samvega connected with the teachings on rebirth? 

-How is the insight of pasada connected with the teachings of the Four 

Noble Truths? 

-Regarding the radiant mind, what is it that the learned disciple 

understands? 

Practice:

-Reflect on the suffering that has plagued human history, from the ancient 

past to todayôs headlines. In what ways does it demonstrate the Buddhaôs 

points about the oceans of tears and blood? How has greed, hatred, and 

delusion repeatedly corrupted the radiant mind? 
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Practice:

-Contemplate samvega and pasada in your own life. When have you felt this 

disenchantment, along with a sense of your own complicity and urgency to 

find your way out of it? How have the Buddhaôs teachings empowered you to 

move through that feeling into a sense of clarity and confidence in your 

practice? How does this transform suffering into wisdom and compassion? 

-Plants respond to their environment, especially sunlight and precipitation, to 

grow and bloom at the most ideal time. Photoreceptors have proteins that 

respond to the light and trigger a molecular process responsible for blooming. 

This can be a metaphor for our own experience of insight. The practice trains 

the mind to be a sensitive receptor to insight, setting in motion a 

transformation that allows wisdom and compassion to blossom. 

Visualize your mind as a lotus plant, awaiting the light of insight. Imagine the 

journey of a ray of light through countless miles, finally resting on this lotus 

plant. Watch the stems produce buds that then bloom. Finish by resting in 

gratitude for the insights that have brought you to this path of practice, 

gratefully resolving to be ñfreed from passing corruptions.ò 
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10. 

The DharmapǕlas, knowing 

the immeasurable value of the Teachings,

pledge themselves to guard this place and all who practice.

May I also abide in mindfulness of the Dharma treasure,

with grateful attention and fierce resolution

to walk the Bodhisattva path.
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Images of Dharma protectors adorn the outer walls of our temple, along with a 

shrine to Skanda within the Buddha Hall. Their (often) ferocious countenances 

and drawn swords embody a fierceness that sometimes assures - and sometimes 

intimidates. Yet this fierceness is rooted in compassion and a dedication to 

protecting the Buddhaôs teachings and practitioners. While DharmapǕla practices 

and emphases vary according to tradition, they all encourage us to reflect on how 

our Buddhist path connects with both a sense of protection and an awareness of 

what we trust and value.  

To begin, the protectors remind us to take refuge in the Buddha, Dharma, and 

Sangha. They are Dharma protectors, after all. As the Dhammapada teaches us: 

ñThe gift of the teaching surmounts all other gifts;

the taste of the teaching surmounts all other tastes;

the joy of the teaching surmounts all other joys;

the ending of craving surmounts all suffering.ò
 

In this same chapter, the Buddha offers us a stark contrast, reminding us that 

ñWhen a person lives heedlessly, / craving grows in them like a parasitic 

creeper.ò As our practice deepens in kindness and insight, we better understand 

that our greed, hatred, and delusion offer no protection for us: ñWhoever is 

beaten by this wretched craving, / this attachment to the world, / their sorrow 

grows, / like grass in the rain.ò

So, when we talk about the protection these Bodhisattvas offer, we should not 

get it confused with taking refuge in anything less than the Triple Gem. 

Remembering our lessons cultivating samvega and pasasda, we understand that 

taking refuge in impermanent, changing conditions leaves us more vulnerable to 

suffering, not less. We cannot make ourselves impervious to suffering by simply 

ñgetting what we want,ò or by pretending that we do not want anything. 

Likewise, we cannot hide from the fruit of our actions of body, speech, and
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mind. The Dharma protectors are a powerful reminder that our greed, hatred, and 

delusion lock us into a cycle of suffering, but the Buddhaôs teaching gives us a 

path through and out. Thatôs where our true safety lies. 

This being the case, we are also invited to embody the fierce protection of the 

DharmapǕlas in our own lives and for our own practice of the Dharma. A familiar 

encouragement is found in the MettǕ Sutta, where we are exhorted to care for and 

protect the boundless heart, full of kindness and goodwill, just like a mother cares 

for and protects her only child. This attitude naturally arises when we: first, take 

time to connect with the unlimited goodness of a path that skillfully and 

compassionately guides us out of suffering; and second, contemplate how 

precious and wonderful this opportunity to hear and practice like this truly is, 

especially in light of lifeôs uncertainty and impermanence.

We also practice in this way as a gift to one another. In the MettǕ Sutta, we are 

encouraged to consider how the wise would be impacted by our actions and to 

avoid things that bring harm: deceiving, despising, and wishing for bad things to 

happen to others. This is the letting-go aspect of this practice. Simultaneously, we 

increase the capacity ï that boundless heart ï to practice in a way that supports 

harmlessness and expresses itself through living simply, honestly, peacefully, with 

kindness and care. Again, this is an expression of the value of the Dharma and our 

commitment to practicing it. It requires our persistent, consistent effort, and it is 

worth that effort. The precepts and vinaya are, in this way, an aspect of the 

Dharmaôs protective qualities. They support us in matching our aspirations to treat 

the Dharma as the most valuable of gifts with our practice of those teachings. The 

strength of our ignorance, fueling greed, hatred, and delusion, may lead us to 

doubt that this is the case. The Dharma protectors offer the message to us in no 

uncertain terms: there is nothing more valuable than a path of practice that brings 

forth kindness and wisdom, inclining the heart to liberation. 
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Reflect:

-What is the meaning of the fierce or wrathful countenance in images of 

the Dharma protectors? 

-The Dharma protectors invite us to reflect on where we find safety and 

protection amid uncertainties and impermanence. How do we recognize 

where we are taking refuge in our daily lives? How might that recognition 

help us on our path?  

-In what ways can we reflect the role of Dharma protector when it comes 

to our own Dharma practice? How do we communicate the value of both 

the Buddhaôs teachings and the opportunity to cultivate wisdom and 

compassion in this life? 

-The images of Dharma protectors greet us as we arrive at the temple. 

What is the purpose of this reminder? How can we encourage one another, 

and develop a safe place to deepen our practices, as a temple community? 
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Practice:

-Learn more about the Dharma protectors that are represented at your 

temple. What are their related stories, rituals, and practices? 

-Contemplate the image of protection from the MettǕ Sutta. Envision your 

boundless heart (the cultivation of goodwill, compassion, joy, and 

equanimity) as a baby, cradled in your arms. Connect with the awareness 

you feel of how precious that practice is and the sense of protection you 

feel for caring for and nourishing that practice. Note how your 

relationship with the practice is changed in this context of protection and 

care. 

-Place a reminder of protection, such as a picture or statue, where you will 

see it each day. This could be an image of a Dharma protector, but it may 

also be an image of a parent or caregiver protecting a child, or an aspect 

of nature that you find communicates safety. Pause and recite a simple 

aspiration, such as: ñMay I and all beings find true refuge, a path that 

leads to the end of suffering.ò 
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11. That Such Beauty Can Blossom 

Entering the Buddha Hall,

I recognize the generosity and care 

that sustains this place of practice.

The heart-mind brightens with gratitude

and quickly resolves to practice so that

such beauty can blossom in all places.
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Entering the Buddha Hall is an embodied practice, bringing body together 

with thoughts and feelings. The way we enter reflects our awareness and 

aspirations. We are slowing down, joining intention with attention. Our 

intentions include a commitment to practice and to offer respect and gratitude to 

the Triple Gem. Our attention is on how we express that gratitude and respect 

through actions of body, speech, and mind. We prepare by taking off our shoes 

and putting on a temple robe. We slow our walking pace. We stop and bow with 

palms together at the shrines to AvalokiteŜvara with 1,000 Arms and to our 

lineage teachers. We bow again when we enter the hall and see the Buddha altar. 

We may offer incense and touch the earth. We find our place in the hall and 

stand or sit mindfully, feeling the support of this place, its beautiful customs, 

and its dedicated community. 

For those of us who did not grow up in a Buddhist culture and tradition, this 

kind of reverence might feel uncomfortable at first. We may feel anxious about 

accidentally doing something incorrectly, or afraid that we do not know how to 

show respect. The opposite tendency may also arise, especially for those with a 

religious background that emphasized prohibitions of icons and images or, in 

other cases, that carried religious harm. When resistance arises, entering the 

Buddha Hall may feel confusing or overwhelming. What does it mean to be in 

the presence of these statues, paintings, and offerings? What does it mean if I 

bow, or if I do not bow? Facing the unknown, we might find ourselves asking: is 

this place emotionally and spiritually safe for me?

When they are present, we cannot skip over these anxieties; working with 

them becomes part of the practice of entering the Buddha Hall. Pause. Stop if 

you need to. Listen to your body; honor the anxiety, fear, or resistance. 

Understanding those experiences is a gift. With awareness, the possibility of 

acting intentionally returns. How can you respond to these feelings and needs 

with compassion and wisdom? This is how we practice the Buddhaôs teachings.
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Give yourself permission to take the time and gain the experience you need to 

understand both yourself and the templeôs traditions. Become curious; ask 

questions; tend to your heart-mind, including places that need healing.

But for others, entering the Buddha Hall immediately grants a feeling of 

wellbeing. Guests have often mentioned that entering the hall bathes them in 

peace, and some visit the temple simply to enjoy that feeling. This is welcomed 

and wonderful, but it is also not by accident. That peace exists only because of 

generous and skillful effort. Whenever we enter the Buddha Hall, we are 

benefitting from both a culture and a community that makes it possible. These 

practices ï the beauty of the art; the careful tidiness; the fresh offerings of fruit 

and flowers; the careful attention to presentation; the architecture that invites 

bright light to scatter below high ceilings; even the simple presence of a 

meditation cushion ï were developed, refined, and adapted across centuries and 

cultures, so that we could enjoy them today. Recognizing this, we feel a deep 

gratitude to the countless practitioners, most of them unnamed and forgotten, 

who nourished these traditions and passed them down. And we are grateful to 

everyone whose generosity and care sustains the Buddha Hall that we enjoy 

today. That generosity and care is itself a core practice of the Buddhaôs 

teachings. 

We can feel the unfolding of this practice: preparing; entering the Hall; 

pausing and recognizing; experiencing and expressing gratitude; resolving to 

practice in response. We find this aspiration settling in our hearts to not only 

respect and enjoy the Buddha Hall in this moment, but to practice in a way that 

makes this kind of beautify and peace possible in every space we visit. And over 

time, as the Buddha nature blossoms within us, we can more naturally encounter 

the Dharma wherever we are. 
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Reflect: 

- Do you remember the first time you visited a Buddha Hall? What were 

your reactions? How has your experience changed over time? 

- Were there any customs that have either confused or interested you? Were 

you able to explore those customs and find out more? 

- How do you now experience and express respect and gratitude when you 

practice entering a Buddha Hall? 

- How does cultivating accessibility and inclusion at the temple relate to 

this practice? 

Practice:

- Find at least one practical way that you can participate in the generosity 

and care that sustains the Buddha Hall. This can include: 

Å donating money, supplies, decorations, or offerings; 

Å helping clean the Hall; 

Å volunteering to help with holiday preparations and cleanup; 

Å learning about the Buddhas, Bodhisattvas, and Dharma items in 

the Hall; and 

Å helping provide tours and welcoming guests. 
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Practice:

- Set aside time to practice like this, both at the temple and, as possible, at 

your home. 

¶ Preparing: choose an action that helps you pause, become aware, and 

connect with your intentions.

¶ Entering the Hall: offer a bow and then stand or sit mindfully, 

enjoying the present moment.

¶ Pausing and Recognizing: take time to notice what makes that 

moment possible, from teachers and friends, to everyone who 

supports the temple, to your own skillful effort and time. 

¶ Experiencing and Expressing Gratitude: let your heart-mind settle on 

that feeling of appreciation and nurture it. Call to mind how you have 

benefited from your practice, how youôve healed, grown, and been 

transformed. If appropriate, make offerings of incense, fruit, flowers, 

chants, or mantras.

¶ Resolving to Practice and Sharing the Merit: intentionally transform 

this gratitude into an aspiration to cultivate wisdom and compassion. 

Dedicate your practice to the wellbeing of specific people, or to the 

benefit of all beings.  
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12.  The Earth Rises to Meet the Cushion

The earth rises to meet the cushion, 

bearing witness to the present moment.

 

The Buddhaôs right hand 

reaches downward;

I smile. 
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When we sit to meditate, we pause to become aware of the body. We take the 

time we need to adjust the posture, to pay attention and respond to the body with 

kindness and understanding. This allows us to connect with a sense of stability 

and balance in the body, neither rigid nor slouched. We make sure we are 

supporting the body, which allows the body to support the practice. We take 

special care to notice the parts of the body that touch the earth, whether it is our 

feet, knees, or sit bones. The body teaches us the sense of this physical 

groundedness, and we can learn to recognize a similar mental and emotional 

groundedness: balanced, stable, and at peace in the present moment.   

This groundedness is a gift. It passes upward through the earth, into the 

cushion, chair, or bench, and into our bodies. I like to pause and cultivate 

gratitude for the Earth, feeling her stability supporting my practice. In this pause, 

I also feel deeply connected to the Buddhaôs own moment of Enlightenment, 

when he called upon the Earth to bear witness to his journey to Awakening. In 

chapter 21 of the Lalitavistara Sutra, Siddhartha is sitting under the Bodhi tree, 

the Seat of Awakening, when Mara, the demonic lord of the realm of desire, tries 

to prevent him from attaining liberation. Mara tries several tactics, including 

accusing Siddhartha that there is no reason to believe he is worthy of 

Enlightenment because there is no witness to his spiritual journey. Whether to 

stir up doubt or to distract the Bodhisattva, attempting to lure him into debate, 

Siddhartha is undisturbed. He smiles and names the Earth as his witness. He then 

embraces Mara and his demonic horde with love and compassion. He lets his 

right hand reach down to gracefully touch the earth. ñThe Earth supports every 

being and is impartial to all,ò he says. ñShe knows that I am not lying, and she 

can bear witness on my behalf.ò 

The goddess arises, shaking the earth, bows down before Siddhartha, and 

says, ñYou are right. Great Being, you are right.ò In the sutra, the demons run 

away in terror, like jackals running from a lionôs roar. In the Thai version of the 

story, Earth wrings the waters from her hair, releasing a flood that washes
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Mara away. In both cases, it is a powerful story of the Buddhaôs Enlightenment 

and, in turn, of our deep connection with the Earth. Over billions of years, the 

Earth has witnessed and participated in the evolution of life. We have always 

depended on the Earth for everything we need; we depend on her still today. 

And when we die, our bodies return to the Earth. It is in this precious human life 

on this precious Earth that we have encountered the Dharma. This Earth, then, is 

where we practice; our actions of body, speech, and mind are done right here. 

The Earth is our witness. 

 The relative stability of the Earth also reminds us that we are impermanent, 

inconstant, and subject to change. Her long witness to change puts our lives into 

perspective. For example, I love walking in the Ozarks, and there is a special 

place in my heart for glades and hillsides with limestone outcrops. Even after all 

these decades, I still pause in wonder that I am on the floor of what used to be an 

inland sea, the result of millions of years of marine animals living and dying. 

And when the sea receded, layers of shale, limestone, and sandstone were left 

behind. How can I not remember that my life is but a brief moment, and that the 

Earth is a record of that brevity? In the Pabbatopama Sutta (The Simile of the 

Mountains), the Buddha asks King Pasenadi what should be done when we 

realize that aging and death are crashing in on us like an avalanche. The king 

replies, ñwhat can I do but practice the teachings, practice morality, doing 

skillful and good actions?ò The Earth holds me accountable ï tenderly, 

beautifully, but also insistently - to this urgency. 

In this way and more, the Earth bears witness to the Buddha and his 

teachings, and many Buddhist traditions continue in Siddharthaôs footsteps by 

practicing close to the Earth, in forests, caves, and out of the way places. We can 

maintain that spirit, wherever we practice, whether sitting, standing, walking, or 

lying down. We are following the example of the Buddha, feeling the support of 

the Earth to practice as we also cultivate wisdom and compassion. Calling to
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mind the Buddhaôs Awakening, we can offer the Bhumisparsha mudra, 

ñtouching the earth.ò And just as Siddhartha smiled in response to even Maraôs 

fiercest attacks, confident in liberation, we can remember our own Buddha 

nature, and smile. 

Reflect:

-What ways have you noticed that, if you support the body, the body can 

support the practice? 

-When it comes to your own experiences of practice, have you noticed 

messages of doubt and debate, like those that Mara used? Have you 

noticed messages of affirmation and support, like those that the Earth 

used?    

-Why is King Pasenadiôs reply to the Buddhaôs question about 

impermanence a skillful one? 

-What Earth-related practices have you found supportive, whether 

practicing outside or bringing natural elements indoors?   

72



Practice:

-Take time to explore how you meditate in different postures (sitting, 

standing, walking, and lying down). How can you make choosing or 

adjusting your posture an expression of kindness and understanding? 

-Although we are never separate from the natural world, since we are part 

of it, our lives can easily become alienated from the Earth. Practice 

mindfulness either outside (e.g., sitting meditation under a tree) or by 

focusing on natural elements (e.g., making a flower or stone your object of 

meditation). 

-Dedicate yourself to some expression of caring for and protecting the 

Earth, in gratitude for the Earthôs support of the Buddhaôs Awakening and 

our own journeys of cultivating wisdom and compassion. 
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13. The Lotus Blossoms

From the mud, the lotus blossoms.

From the suffering, understanding blooms. 

From the heart-mind, the delicate petals 

of love and equanimity open, 

offering their perfume.  
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The Buddha was staying along the shore of Gaggara Lake when the 

Venerable Bahuna approached and asked, ñSir, how many things has the 

Realized One escaped from, so that he lives unattached, liberated, his mind free 

of limits?ò How many things? Perhaps the memory of those moments under the 

Bodhi Tree, when Mara assailed him and the Earth bore witness, filled his mind. 

Out of all the many, many things he had escaped, what would he name? His 

answer was ten: form, feeling, perception, choices, consciousness, rebirth, old 

age, death, suffering, and defilements. It is a list that contains all other lists, 

mapping a way out of the suffering that gives birth to suffering ï like links in a 

chain. With the chain broken, the Tathagata was truly free.

ñSuppose there was a lotus,ò the Buddha continued, sitting there on the 

shore of a lotus lake. ñThough it sprouted and grew in the water, it would rise 

up above the water and stand with no water clinging to it. In the same way, the 

Realized One has escaped from ten things, so that he lives unattached, liberated, 

his mind free of limits.ò We donôt get to know Bahunaôs reaction (the sutta 

doesnôt tell us), but this just opens the door for us to sit with the Buddhaôs 

words at our own lotus ponds. 

When you do, you can observe that a lotus leaf has an amazing knack for 

staying dirt-free, even though they grow in muddy places. You can also observe 

that water will bead on the leaves and easily roll off. If you could get a 

microscopic view, youôd then find that a lotus leaf isnôt smooth. It has a rough, 

porous surface made of wax crystals or tubules. The spaces between the tubules 

fill with air, so that anything resting on the lotus is touching more air than leaf. 

Dirt and water bind more easily to each other than to the leaves because dirt and 

water donôt bind easily to air. And when the leaves move, even with a gentle 

breeze, the water and dirt roll right off. These super-hydrophobic properties are 

dubbed ñthe lotus effectò and have inspired the creation of water-repellent 

materials that mimic the leafôs structure. ñThough it sprouted and grew in the
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water, it would rise up above the water and stand with no water clinging to it.ò

Thereôs a picture here for all of us who are walking in the footsteps of the 

Buddha. A lotus leaf has a different way of relating to dirt and water than most 

things, just as the Buddha has a different way of relating to gain and loss, status 

and disgrace, praise and blame, and pleasure and pain. In the Lokavipatti Sutta, 

the Buddha described the wise, mindful person as one who recognizes that these 

conditions keep spinning after the world, and the world keeps spinning after 

these conditions. But rather than getting consumed and caught, they understand 

that all these conditions are inconstant and unreliable. Spinning after them offers 

no end to suffering, just the dizziness of the endless cycle. The Buddha called 

that dizziness ñwelcoming and rebelling,ò constantly chasing after what we 

name as pleasant and running away from what we name as unpleasant. But for 

the wise, compassionate one, none of these conditions can cling to the Bodhi 

Mind any more than water and dirt can cling to a lotus leaf. ñDesirable things 

donôt disturb their mind, nor are they repelled by the undesirable.ò

In the Theragatha, Venerable UdǕyin praises the Buddha in just this way, as 

One who cut all the bonds, from the tiniest to the largest fetter. The Buddha was 

born here and lived in this world without clinging or longing, his concentration 

unbroken, ñlike a lotus in the water.ò The Buddhaôs path opens up a way of 

being in this realm of suffering without clinging to those things that bring about 

suffering. Wisdom and compassion create an openness for experiences to come 

and go, known fully but without clinging. That might sound impossible, but the 

lotus is right here to be our teacher. Changing our relationship with our 

experience, beyond welcoming and rebelling, we can grow like a lotus: out of 

the mud, through the water, without clinging to either; offering the sweet 

fragrance and beautiful bloom of wisdom and compassion. 
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Reflect:

-Why is the lotus leaf a good analogy for the Buddhaôs approach to 

understanding suffering and bringing about an end of suffering? 

-Return to the list of eight conditions described in the Lokavipatti Sutta.  

How does each pair connect with the experience of spinning, or 

ñwelcoming and rebellingò? 

-How does cultivating wisdom and compassion offer a Middle Way 

beyond that ñwelcoming and rebellingò?

-What connects this practice of going beyond ñwelcoming and rebellingò 

with the Buddhaôs list of the ten things the Realized One escaped? 
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Practice:

-If one is available, visit a lotus pond. Spend time in both meditation and 

observation, contemplating the lotus leafôs properties and the Buddhaôs 

teachings. (Alternatively, contemplate using an image or description of a 

lotus.)

-Use ñwelcoming and rebellingò as a noting practice. As you go about 

your day, pay attention for when your heart-mind chases after some 

pleasant experience (welcoming), or runs away from an unpleasant one 

(rebelling). Cultivate a sense of how easy it is to spin after those 

conditions, and when you are most likely to do so.  

-Contemplate the four pairs the Buddha named in the Lokavipatti Sutta: 

gain and loss, status and disgrace, praise and blame, and pleasure and pain. 

Identify a simple example for each condition. Calling each to mind in turn, 

contemplate how it is impermanent, inconstant, and subject to change. 

Note: especially when beginning this practice, choose examples that do 

not provoke a strong emotional response. This expression of compassion 

will support you in cultivating the necessary skills to work with more 

difficult experiences in the future.  

79





14. Bowing to the Ancestors

Bowing to the ancestors,

I gratefully resolve to nurture 

the skillful qualities I inherited from them.

Bowing to the ancestors,

I gratefully resolve to heal 

the suffering I inherited from them.
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Like too many of us, I donôt have a strong sense of my larger family history or 

ancestry. There have been a few attempts at genealogy, especially on my fatherôs 

side, but my knowledge has remained hazy. We had some traditions that linked us 

to our ancestors, such as decorating graves, but my personal connections were 

mainly with the relatives that lived to meet me. I remember, for example, 

traveling to visit my motherôs grandmother several times a year when we also 

would pick berries, camp out on the river, and decorate graves. Some memories of 

those visits remain vivid, such as stepping into my great grandmotherôs house (the 

original room still had a dirt floor, but the modest addition had a wooden floor 

and even an electric light); listening to the mountain lions scream at night; 

running down the hill to the river to be greeted by a very surprised cottonmouth 

snake; eating fresh gooseberry pie with ice cream. 

But I cannot tell you much about my great grandmotherôs life, or the lives of 

my other ancestors. My grandparents mostly died young, as well: my maternal 

grandfather before I was born; my paternal grandfather when I was a preschooler; 

my maternal grandmother during my freshman year of university; my paternal 

grandmother during my graduate studies. They were all gone before I even grew 

up. Still, I have a deep sense of connection with them. Gardens, for example, fill 

my senses when I think of them. We were barely removed from our rural, hillbilly 

days, and I spent a large amount of my childhood helping with the planting, 

weeding, picking, and preserving. Even past the harvest, there was work to do, 

such as tending the bowl of walnuts on the kitchen table. If you could sit to drink 

a cup of coffee, you could crack and pick. 

When I think of my ancestors, I bow in gratitude for these wonderful gifts. I 

have inherited a joyful closeness to the earth; an appreciation of and skill in 

making music; a habit for generosity, kindness, and compassion for others; a 

diligent and steady commitment to hard work; a sense of faithfulness and loyalty; 

and a love and respect for learning. I especially witnessed these qualities in my
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parents, and I have a deep gratitude for them and for these gifts, which I know

they received, cultivated, and handed down to me. 

But also like too many of us, I inherited painful karmic patterns that live in and 

across generations, including the suffering that arises from poverty, domestic 

violence, abuse and neglect, and substance use disorders in my broader family and 

community. And because our world was suffused with the ignorance of bigotry, we 

internalized and enacted both the dominance and oppression that props up those 

systems. I saw quite clearly that people who were capable of love and care in some 

circumstances were also capable of indifference, hatred, and cruelty in others. I, 

too, carried scars from experiences that required years of attention, transforming 

woundedness into a practice of healing and growing. 

From old memories to current relationships, Buddhist practice continues to be a 

vital part of this transformation, both where there is joy and where there is pain. 

When I think of my ancestors, I bow in gratitude for the opportunity to be part of 

that healing, to be a place where those karmic formations can be resolved. 

Honoring my ancestors requires this honesty; lying about the painful parts of our 

shared history only prolongs the suffering. I make room for both aspects: 

celebrating the wondrous gifts that support the aspiration to cultivate wisdom and 

compassion, inclining to Awakening; and healing the wounds, opening a way for us 

to move forward with greater peace, joy, and meaning. 

We will return to these themes when we reflect on the Vu Lan (Ullambana) 

celebration. But the practice is with me every day. I bow to my ancestors, both 

biological and spiritual, remembering them with photos and honoring them with 

simple gifts of incense, candles, flowers, fruit, or tea. These simple acts reconnect 

me with my aspirations to practice. I realize that I could not exist without them, and 

I gratefully vow to make this precious human heart a place where all that is skillful, 

wholesome, and wise can thrive, and all that is unskillful, unwholesome, and 

harmful can heal. 
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Reflect:

-How does a connection with our ancestors support our practice? Or how 

does ignorance of or alienation from our ancestors impact our practice? 

-Why is it important to include both aspects of our ancestral inheritance 

(skillful qualities and suffering) in our practice?

-What does it mean for each of us ñto be a place where those karmic 

formations can be resolvedò? 

-We often describe our relationship with ancestors as a continuation. How 

might this idea transform our relationship with our ancestors? With our 

descendants? 
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Practice:

-Take time to get in touch with your spiritual ancestors. Mindfully make a 

list of teachers, writers, mentors, caregivers, and others who have nurtured 

your spiritual life, across times and cultures. If you belong to a Buddhist 

temple or lineage, take time to learn about this history. 

-Ask your teacher about ancestor ceremonies at your temple. These often 

take place at holidays, funerals, and special memorials. If possible, 

participate in one of these ceremonies. 

-Set aside a space to honor your biological and spiritual ancestors. This 

can be as simple as hanging photographs on the wall, with a shelf for 

offerings like incense, candles, flowers, fruit, or tea. You may enjoy using 

a simple aspiration, such as this chapterôs verse: ñBowing to the ancestors, 

I gratefully resolve to nurture the skillful qualities I inherited from them. 

Bowing to the ancestors, I gratefully resolve to heal the suffering I 

inherited from them.ò 
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15. Our Mutual Dependence

Happy is our mutual dependence:

householders offering requisites;

monastics offering the Dharma.

Happy is the purpose of this path:

crossing the flood of suffering,

arriving safely at the Other Shore.
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Siddhartha Gautamaôs path to Awakening also connects with human economics 

and tensions between wealth and poverty. The Buddha described his upbringing as 

being ñextremely delicately nurtured.ò As much of life as possible was arranged for 

his enjoyment and comfort, from the beauty of the lotus gardens to the luxuriousness 

of his clothing. He had three mansions, each especially designed for winter, summer, 

or rainy seasons. He was constantly attended by musicians for his entertainment and 

servants for his needs. In one detail, he noted that, ñBy day and by night a white 

canopy was held over me so that cold and heat, dust, grass, and dew would not settle 

on me.ò But Siddhartha eventually understood that all of this was a futile attempt 

that could not erase the realities of sickness, aging, and death, just as an umbrella 

could not erase the realities of heat, dust, grass, and dew. ñWhen I reflected thus, my 

intoxication with youth, with health, with life, was completely abandoned.ò 

So he traded opulence for austerity, taking up such an austere life that he drove 

himself nearly to death. Over-exerted and under-nourished, ñmy vertebrae stuck out 

like beads on a string, and my ribs were as gaunt as the broken-down rafters on an 

old barn.ò And yet this violence to his body and mind did not bring him any closer to 

Awakening: ñthis is as far as it goes, no-one has done more than this. But I have not 

achieved any superhuman distinction in knowledge and vision worthy of the noble 

ones by this severe, grueling work. Could there be another path to awakening?ò 

Transcending these tensions, Siddharthaôs years of asceticism ended when he 

accepted a bowl of milk-rice pudding from a young woman named Sujata. Though 

his fellow mendicants were disgusted with the indulgence, that nourishing meal gave 

Siddhartha the strength he needed for his body to begin to recover and sustain his 

spiritual path. Sujata paid attention and recognized the opportunity to support 

Siddharthaôs skillful aspirations with kindness and generosity. In turn, the newly 

awakened Buddha recognized the opportunity to support householders like Sujata by 

offering the Dharma with both actions and words. This is a beautiful picture of the 

path of practice, as well as a demonstration of how the Buddhaôs community would
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reflect the Middle Way.

The Buddha and his disciples would be neither princes nor ascetics. No, the 

monastic Sangha would not be caught by either trap, neither exploiting the 

generosity of householders by accumulating wealth nor harming themselves 

through spiritualizing the violent realities of poverty. Instead, they would be a 

community of practice that relied on the lay community for the basics of life: 

food, clothing, medicine, and shelter. Householders would make possible and 

receive the gift of the Dharma in words and deeds. Sangha and householders 

would live in mutual dependence, without coercion, guilt, or exploitation. 

Thanissaro Bhikkhu called this ñan economy of giftsò that blossoms out of the 

faithful practices of everyone involved. The Buddha described this in the 

BahukǕra Sutta: 

ñMendicants, brahmins and householders are very helpful to you, as 

they provide you with robes, almsfood, lodgings, and medicines and 

supplies for the sick. And you are very helpful to brahmins and 

householders, as you teach them the Dhamma thatôs good in the 

beginning, good in the middle, and good in the end, meaningful and 

well-phrased. And you reveal a spiritual practice thatôs entirely full and 

pure. That is how this spiritual path is lived in mutual dependence in 

order to cross over the flood and make a complete end of suffering.ò

When our teacher recently returned from India, he joyfully shared about 

visiting Bakraur village near Bodh Gaya. Tradition remembers this as Sujataôs 

village, and a stupa there was dedicated over two thousand years ago in her 

honor. That simple, small gift of milk-rice set into motion an unbroken chain of 

generosity that extends all the way to us: householders sharing requisites; 

monastics sharing the Dharma; and all of us sharing this path together that 

leads to the end of every kind of suffering.
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Reflect:

-Why is the relationship between monastics and householders called 

mutual dependence? 

-How does the interaction between Sujata and the Buddha demonstrate 

this mutual dependence? 

-How does an ñeconomy of giftsò chart a middle path between the 

extremes of luxury and asceticism? Between the economic realities of 

wealth and poverty? 

-What does an ñeconomy of giftsò teach us about creating healthy, 

compassionate, and wise societies? 
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Practice:

-Using the BahukǕra Sutta as a guide, spend time reflecting on where you 

fit into this economy of gifts. Pay special attention to how gratitude and 

generosity go together. 

-If you havenôt done so already, explore ways that householders are able to 

support your temple and monastic sangha. Choose a way to participate that 

reflects the gratitude and joy you have in the practice. 

-Reflect on ways that the lessons learned in an ñeconomy of giftsò might 

influence and transform your interactions in other economic relationships, 

from how you make your livelihood to how you shop. Connect these 

reflections with practicing mindful consumption and the second precept, 

ñto refrain from taking that which is not given.ò How do you also relate to 

the four requisites in a way that supports cultivating wisdom and 

compassion? 
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16. The Fragrance of the Dharma

Flame and smoke disappear,

while the fragrance of incense lingers.

May the fragrance of the Dharma

linger in the heart-mind.
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The religious tradition of my childhood was intentionally sparse when it came 

to beauty. A simple wooden cross might hang on the wall behind the pulpit, and a 

vase of flowers might sit on the communion table. The emphasis was on listening 

to the sermon, and anything else was a potential distraction to be avoided. We even 

joked that the pews were uncomfortable so we would have no choice but to sit up 

straight and pay attention. 

The first time I visited a Buddhist temple was a contrast, to say the least. Even 

though unfamiliar, I could recognize the care to express beauty and teach the 

Dharma through all the senses. Chief among these lessons was impermanence. 

Flowers are a fitting offering, beautiful to see and smell, but they wilt. Water and 

tea offerings evaporate. Food offerings spoil and rot. Candles burn out. Photos and 

paintings fade. Statues collect dust. A bell does not ring forever. You must tend the 

altar with attention and care. This is an image of our practice, too. If we want to 

cultivate wisdom and compassion, we canôt neglect our practice any more than we 

can neglect an altar. 

In many Buddhist traditions, these common offerings are also connected with 

our own impermanence. They evoke the four elements of fire (candles and lamps), 

water (water and tea), earth (fruit, flowers, and food), and air (incense). Observing 

the impermanence of our offerings invites us to reflect on the impermanence of our 

own bodies. Incense is especially prominent in offering us this reminder; we can 

clearly observe how a lit stick of incense is soon smoke and ash, and burners are 

commonly filled with the ash of past incense. Meditation may even be timed with 

a stick of incense, marking the minutes and teaching us that our lives are also 

getting shorter. We are living processes, made of the same stuff and not exempt 

from the change and decay we see in our offerings. So, we reflect: how can I make 

the most of this precious, wonderful moment? We remember and repeat: tend the 

heart-mind with attention and care. 

But incense also carries another meaning, as a symbol of wholesome, skillful

94



action. There are both individual and collective aspects to this. The Dhammapada 

compares virtue with the fragrance of flowers and incense, but virtue is supreme 

because ñthe fragrance of the good spreads upwind; / a true personôs virtue 

spreads in every direction.ò We are encouraged to string together skillful actions 

like a garland of flowers. On a path that takes us to the end of suffering, virtue is 

essential, replacing harming ourselves and others with wise and compassionate 

care. The very poisons to our practice are those that lead us into greed, hatred, 

and delusion. The virtuous antidotes are generosity, kindness, and understanding. 

The collective aspect arises as we support each other, creating a community of 

mindful compassion. In a passage from ñThe Group of Threes,ò the smell of 

rotting fish is contrasted with the smell of powdered incense ï which would you 

rather wrap in a leaf and carry with you? Moreover, the leaf takes the fragrance of 

whatever is wrapped inside it. This teaching points out that we also take on the 

fragrance of those around us. If you donôt want your practice to end up smelling 

like the spiritual equivalent of rotting fish, seek out people who will support the 

cultivation of wisdom and compassion, leading to Awakening. We tend to become 

like our friends, just as a leaf takes on the smell of the incense wrapped inside it, 

so it is important that we pay attention to the habits we create in community. 

For all these reasons, offering incense can be a supportive and wonderful 

practice in our daily lives. In a well-known incense offering that we often recite, 

we begin with gratitude. Our hearts naturally open with thanks when we 

remember the great gift of the Dharma ï beautiful all the way through, in the 

beginning, middle, and end. We join this gratitude with a double aspiration. First, 

may our practice itself become an offering that is as fragrant as the incense. 

Second, may we practice for the benefit of all beings. We then dedicate the merit 

of our practice to the wellbeing of all who have helped us on this journey, 

especially the Triple Gem. In this way, we remember that the fragrance of the 

Dharma is lovelier than even the loveliest incense, suffusing our acts of body, 

speech, and mind like the fragrance of incense lingering in the Buddha Hall.
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Reflect:

-How has your practice been shaped and deepened by your templeôs and 

traditionôs architecture, art, altars, and rituals? 

-In particular, how do incense offerings help us practice with 

impermanence in a grateful, kind, and insightful way? 

-What does it mean for your own practice to contemplate how virtuous 

acts of body, speech and mind carry the fragrance of the Dharma? How do 

the personal and collective aspects support each other? 

-Why does the incense offering connect gratitude with an aspiration to 

practice? How do these two relate to sharing the merit? 
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Practice:

-If it is not already your practice, ask for instruction on offering incense at 

your temple. Try to make this offering a habit. (If you have chemical 

sensitivities, you can also explore alternative offerings.)

-If possible, set up a small altar at your home as part of your practice. Pay 

attention to how the daily upkeep of your altar supports, connects to, and 

reflects the importance of your larger Dharma practice. If you are able to 

offer incense or other fragrances (such as aromatherapy), recite or chant 

your traditionôs incense offering. 

-Intentionally make room for studying and cultivating virtue as part of 

your practice. This may include contemplating the Five Precepts, 

practicing generosity, cultivating mettǕ (lovingkindness), and similar 

practices. Take care to also reflect on how you spend your time and with 

whom, surrounding yourself with people and habits that support your 

mutual wellbeing and the cultivation of wisdom and compassion. 
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17. A Path to the Present Moment

Following the sound of the bell,

like a path to the present moment,

we joyfully accept the invitation

to live deeply in the here and now. 
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Many years ago, a group of us were backpacking in the Mark Twain National 

Forest. We were three days into a four-day loop when the trail disappeared. 

Scouting around, we found that several trees had fallen earlier in the year, the trail 

had been buried by leaves and branches, and the path had been further hidden by 

disuse. We didnôt have the supplies or time to turn around, so we decided to cut 

across the forest to meet up with a creek. Using our map, we found our way, safely 

following the creek back to the recreation area. 

Paths have long been a metaphor for the spiritual life, but the image of a path is 

built into Buddhism, prominent from the beginning in the Fourth Noble Truth, 

which is the Eightfold Path. A Buddhist proverb reminds us that ñthe sutras are a 

path.ò The emphasis is not on mental assent, to believe ñthe right thing.ò Instead, 

we focus on practice, and Right View emerges out of this direct experience. The 

more we practice, the more deeply we understand; the more we understand, the 

more deeply we practice. The teachings are a path: they take us nowhere if we do 

not put them into action. 

But the Buddha understood how easy it is for us to get lost. Our ignorance 

blossoms into greed, hatred, and delusion. Our minds run to the past, recalling our 

rage and regret for the unpleasant experiences that we hated, or our delight and 

desire for the pleasant things that we loved. And our minds run to the future, 

dreading all the fears and anxieties for unpleasant experiences that might come our 

way, or hoping for all the blessings and benefits we crave. The path disappears just 

as thoroughly as a trail buried under leaves in the woods. 

The practice, then, is to come back to the present moment and compassionately 

understand things as they are. In the Bhaddekaratta Sutta, the Buddha answered 

the question of what makes a day a truly auspicious one. Rather than relying on the 

whims of cosmic forces for good luck, he taught that the path of wisdom and 

compassion is something we cultivate right here, in the present. After all, even our 

thoughts of the past and future only exist in this moment. To understand, heal, and
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transform them, we must face and ñclearly seeò them, right now. ñKnowing this, 

foster it ð / unfaltering, unshakable,ò the Buddha said. ñTodayôs the day to keenly 

workò. 

To help us along, Buddhist practice is filled with reminders, invitations to return 

to the present moment. The bell is perhaps the most well-known of these reminders. It 

is compared to the Buddhaôs voice, a beautiful sound that cuts through ignorance and 

wakes us up. As such, we may collectively pause, for example, to listen to the sound 

of the bell and come back to our breathing while we go about our daily activities. We 

can also invite the bell to sound in ways that remind us of the Buddhaôs teachings, 

such as offering three bells to remember the Triple Gem, or four bells to remember 

the Four Noble Truths.  

With the bell, we also return to the unity of wisdom and compassion. The bell is 

open and hollow: it is the emptiness of a bell that allows it to sing. But a bell offers 

no sound unless invited, and the quality of a bellôs tone reflects how we do so. The 

skillful bellmaster knows and understands the bell: its tone and overtones; its depth 

and brightness; its harmonics and resonance. We learn this by practicing and paying 

attention. Similarly, wisdom is insight into the empty nature of all dharmas, and 

compassion is the skillful means (the form) to encounter this insight in a way that 

realizes Awakening encompassing all beings. The Buddha described ñthe heartôs 

release by loveò in in the Subha Sutta. Itôs been developed so that: ñabove, below, 

across, everywhere, all around, they spread a heart full of love to the whole worldð

abundant, expansive, limitless, free of enmity and ill will.ò  

This is the return we make when we follow the sound of the bell back to the 

present moment, joining emptiness and form, wisdom and compassion. We are not 

lost in the past or the future, nor are we dragged about by greed, hatred, and delusion. 

We cultivate the boundless heart, offering kindness and equanimity for every being ï 

just as, when we invite a bell, the sound radiates in all directions. ñKnowing this, 

foster it,ò we hear the Buddha say: ñunfaltering, unshakable.ò 
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Reflect:

-Why are the teachings described as a path? What does the metaphor of a 

path mean to you and your practice? 

-How do we work here, in the present, with our thoughts of the past and 

future? How is this different from running back to the past or hoping for 

the future? 

-Why is inviting a bell such a powerful symbol and practice in Buddhism? 

Which of the bellôs practices and meanings have most shaped your own 

path? 

-Why does inviting a bell embody the unity of emptiness and form, 

wisdom and compassion? 
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Practice:

-If possible, ask your teacher to explain and demonstrate the how to invite 

the different bells used at the temple. Become familiar with when, how, 

and why each one is used, paying attention to any special meaning or 

function they each have. 

-If you donôt already do so, invite a bell as part of your daily practice. For 

example, you can invite the bell: during your chanting and meditation; at 

set times during the day as a way to become aware of the present moment; 

or when you feel a strong emotion and want to pause and get in touch with 

your body, feelings, and thoughts. Pay attention both to the skill involved 

in inviting the bell and to how your energy and mood impact how you 

invite it. 

-Incorporate a bell into your mettǕ practice. Invite the bell as you 

contemplate cultivating goodwill for yourself and all beings. Visualize 

your kindness and equanimity radiating in all directions, along with the 

sound of the bell. 
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18. Already Waiting

You donôt need to go far

to see the entire universe.

Look! It is already waiting

inside this humble cup of tea. 
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Growing up in the Ozarks, I found myself at home with the beauty of a glade, 

the drooping petals of a coneflower, the cool relief of a cave, the meandering peace 

of floating down a creek, and the spectacular acrobatics of a scissor-tailed 

flycatcher. My family didnôt travel much or very far, but I did spend a lot of time 

camping, hiking, backpacking, and floating. One summer day after my senior year 

in high school, I was hiking with a good friend at Hercules Glades Wilderness. It 

was a lovely day, passing through limestone glades, resting at the little falls, and 

climbing the fire tower. As it became clear that we were nearing a return to the 

trailhead, though, my friend looked disappointed. ñThat was é it?,ò she asked. 

My friendôs experience was different from mine, after all. She had traveled 

extensively, including spending a lot of time in national parks. ñAfter such a long 

hike,ò she commented, ñIôm just used to a bigger pay off. Something, I donôt know, 

more impressive.ò The mind is often like this. It craves the novel and new, the big 

and bright, the special and unique. It comes out in many ways: because ñthe grass 

is always greener on the other side,ò we may feel pressure to ñkeep up with the 

Joneses.ò If we donôt, weôre left with an aching ñfear of missing out.ò These turn 

out to be more shortcuts, not to wellbeing and liberation, but to getting lost in the 

past or the future, dragged about by greed, hatred, and delusion. This isnôt to say 

that you should not enjoy hiking at a spectacular national park. But even then, what 

is to keep us from wishing we were at another, even more beautiful, place? 

Something like this can easily happen when it comes to our practice. We may 

attach to an idea that meditation will yield some fantastic results and become 

frustrated when we find the practice is often made up of patiently getting to know 

our own heart-minds, with all the boredom, restlessness, ill-will, doubt, and desire 

that so often rattle around in there. Maybe thereôs another teacher, another 

technique, another book, another posture, another cushion, another something that 

will finally work. And while we need to nourish the aspiration to practice skillfully, 

the desire to have a great meditation session, or to be a great meditator, may even 

lead us away from an actual, ongoing practice. It is easy to turn aside from the
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present moment, with the thought: ñI just need a bigger pay off. Something, I 

donôt know, more impressive.ò

Like the bell, we turn to something common to remind us that, wherever we 

are, this moment and this place is where we practice. Drinking tea with 

mindfulness, we touch the wonder that is held in a simple cup. Just as the 

emptiness of the bell is what makes it sing, the emptiness of the cup is what 

allows it to hold our tea. So we begin by sitting with gratitude. We bow to the 

cup; we bow to the tea. We may contemplate how extraordinary it is that we are 

alive for this moment, and what a gift it is to have water to drink and tea to brew. 

Drinking the tea is then an opportunity to be in touch with all our sense bases. We 

hear and see the tea being poured into the cup. We pause to smell the aroma. We 

feel the warmth radiating from the cup to our hands. We taste the subtle flavors. 

With the mind, we also contemplate how the entire universe is held in the cup 

of tea. We see the conditions that brought us to this moment, from the engineers 

and laborers who made sure we have clean water to drink to all the people who 

grew, harvested, prepared, packaged, shipped, and delivered the tea. We visualize 

the tea plants themselves, perhaps rooted on a mountainside, soaking up sun and 

rain. Suddenly, we find ourselves the recipients of a cosmic generosity. Where 

could we possibly go, what could we possibly do, that could be more spectacular 

than this realization? 

With awareness, we pass beyond the competition for the award of most 

impressive moment. We can plan a trip to a national park without diminishing the 

joy of a walk around the block. We can be grateful for a transcendent moment of 

meditative insight while still appreciating the everyday importance of befriending 

our boredom. And we can sit down with a humble cup of tea to find that we donôt 

always have to go anywhere at all, because the universe has already come to us. 
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Reflect:

-When have you noticed a frustration with the more mundane aspects of 

practice? Why is working with the mundane an important part of the 

practice? 

-Why might a ñdesire to have a great meditation session, or to be a great 

meditator, é lead us away from an actual, ongoing practiceò?

-How does drinking tea with mindfulness of the body help us come back 

to the present moment? How might this habit help us bring mindfulness 

into more of our daily lives? 

-What does passing ñbeyond the competition for the award of most 

impressive momentò mean to you? 
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Practice:

-Choose an everyday activity, such as brushing your teeth, and approach it 

as a mindfulness practice. Pause before starting to cultivate gratitude, and 

then make each part of the activity an object of attention. Try to stay 

grounded in your body and in that sense of gratitude. 

-Similar to the practice of ñwhat went rightò (chapter five), choose an 

everyday activity and list all the things that made it possible. Begin with 

your own existence, then move through noting practical considerations, 

and conclude with seeing how this activity connects with the cosmic 

generosity that makes life possible. 

-Practice tea meditation. If possible, participate in mindfully drinking tea 

with others at your temple. 
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