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Praise for She Appears! Encounters with Kwan Yin, Goddess of Compassion

A great and moving chorus of voices. We urgently need this book to bring Kwan Yin’s gracious, compassionate and fierce energy into all our lives.

— Susan Griffin, author of Wrestling with the Angel of Democracy:
On Being an American Citizen.

This unusual book is a vivid testimonial to the appeal the East Asian Buddhist “goddess” Kwan Yin holds for Westerners. These first person accounts of how Kwan Yin entered peoples’ lives and the art work and poetry about her that they produced are unique among accounts of Western Buddhist practice. Both scholars of Buddhism and Buddhist practitioners will find these accounts relevant for different reasons. For scholars, they provide contemporary and culturally familiar accounts of how this much loved East Asian goddess can impact peoples’ lives here and now. For practitioners, they provide immediate inspiration for further devotion to this goddess from the East who, nevertheless, enters the lives of Westerners.

— Rita M. Gross, author of Buddhism after Patriarchy: A Feminist History, Analysis, and Reconstruction of Buddhism and Buddhist teacher

She Appears! Is a beautiful book created by Sandy Boucher that tells first-hand experiences of women to whom Kwan Yin appeared. Kwan Yin came in many forms: as deep compassion, healing energy, unconditional mother love, usually at times of crisis. She is often a felt presence and is also seen as an image. She is an archetype (that I described in Goddesses in Older Women), an Asian goddess, and a bodhisattva in Buddhism. In words, paintings, drawings, and sculpture, contributors tell their experience of She-who-hears-the-cries-of -the-world. To all who ask, Kwan Yin pours out mercy and gives comfort. No one has to be somehow deserving. The great value of this book is that it serves as an introduction to a source that anyone can call upon.

— Jean Shinoda Bolen, M.D. author of Artemis: the Indomitable Spirit in Everywoman

In the beauty of this book I find both solace and inspiration. Its tapestry of word and imagery evokes a rapt and open stillness that feels close to the core of true compassion. Praise be for the nourishment of soul and senses that Sandy Boucher brings us in this global moment.

— Joanna Macy, author of Coming Back to Life:
The Updated Guide to the Work That Reconnects

This is the kind of book you can open to any page and, in just a few moments, feel its supportive gifts. In this book Sandy has gathered and shared the beauty, richness and power of Kwan Yin’s influence in the West.

— Sharon Salzberg, Co-Founder of The Insight Meditation Society
and author of Real Happiness: The Power of Meditation

This book beautifully demonstrates the living presence of Kwan Yin in our midst. The weave of personal accounts and art form an inspiring spiritual gift.

— Charlene Spretnak, author of Lost Goddesses of Early Greece:
A Collection of Pre-Hellenic Myths

Sandy Boucher has created a splendid tapestry of stories, memories, dreams and images of Kwan Yin in her new book, She Appears! Along with a rich mix of her own beautifully crafted vignettes and memoirs, she has interspersed dozens of offerings from other devotees of this Chinese Savior Goddess. The writings are touching and the artwork exquisite, facilitating a visceral contact with the Asian Great Goddess of Compassion. Poignant and inspiring.

— Vicki Noble, healer, writer, artist and teacher, co-creator of Motherpeace and author of Shakti
Woman: Feeling our Fire, Healing our World and The Double Goddess: Women Sharing Power

On retreat with my mother, she awoke early on the morning she was due to receive the initiation to find White Tara standing beside her holding a lotus which she gave to my mother as she dissolved into light. Later a Lama remarked “Well, everyone gets to see Tara.”

One can speak of psychological projections, but the fact is that she appears! As Tara, Kwan Yin or the Virgin Mary, the divine feminine is very close to us and ready help whenever possible. Her compassionate assistance is tangible like a mother with her child. Appearing in many forms and guises the divine feminine is there for all of us if we would only reach out to Her.

This book of personal accounts, poems and artwork devoted to Kwan Yin by a variety of practitioners, exemplifies the wide range of Kwan Yin’s activities and will hopefully introduce this great Bodhisattva to a wider audience. We are grateful to Sandy Boucher for compiling this collection of inspiring anecdotes and paintings.

— Tenzin Palmo, author of Reflections on a Mountain Lake: Teachings on Practical Buddhism and celebrated in the book by Vicki Mackenzie Cave in the Snow: Tenzin Pahno’s Quest for Enlightenment

This deeply inspiring volume is made up a numerous experiences of Kwan Yin, Goddess of Compassion, both experiences of the main author, Sandy Boucher, well known Buddhist writer and teacher, and of her numerous friends and correspondents who sent her their poems, accounts and images of their experience of the Goddess. These experiences flow across many moments in life, experiences of nature, of family relationships, of healing and peace in times of distress and hopelessness, in struggles against injustices, and times of sickness and death. These are times of “precious revelations” when we experience the “responsiveness of the universe” in the appearances of Kwan Yin in our lives. This is a book to keep near at hand, to read and reread, to tap into for the deep moments of love, peace and renewed wellbeing.

— Rosemary Radford Ruether, theologian and author of Sexism and God Talk: Toward a Feminist Theology

Kwan Yin invites personal relationships, creates indelible memories, harvests compassion, and evokes power. Sandy Boucher captures all of it and more in an exquisite volume. Treat yourself to the amazing images. Embrace the poignant prose.

Let Kwan Yin’s eyes invite your own connection to her. This is feminist spirituality lived in community, loved into action.

— Mary E. Hunt, Co-director, Women’s Alliance for Theology, Ethics and Ritual (WATER) and co-editor with Diann L. Neu of New Feminist Christianity: Many Voices, Many Views

In She Appears! Encounters with Kwan Yin, Goddess of Compassion, Sandy Boucher has compiled a sumptuous feast of writing and artwork about the beloved Asian Goddess, the Celestial Bodhisattva of Compassion, Kwan Yin. Like Boucher, many—but not all—of the contributors in this volume are Buddhists—meditators, Zen priests, nuns, teachers, students. All have been profoundly touched by the very real presence of Kwan Yin in their lives and they share their personal stories through memoir and artwork.

Boucher notes that the collection was “born from the urgency of many people who expressed their desire to share their experience of powerful, in some cases life-changing connection with … Kwan Yin.” For some of the contributors, that encounter was dramatic, bringing about an epiphany. For others, Kwan Yin slowly transformed their lives in gradual, slow, yet equally profound ways. Whether you have long known and loved Kwan Yin or are newly learning about her, this book will feed your soul. It is inspiring, thought-provoking, comforting, soothing, and a clarion call to compassionate activism. The stories and artwork are imbued with an intimacy that is at once individual and universal. In a world all-too-often devoid of loving-kindness and compassion, this book reminds us of that Kwan Yin is alive and well—ready to nurture and sustain us.

— Mary Saracino, author of Heretics: A Love Story
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Chapter One
Hearing the Cries of the World

She Appears was born from the urgency of many people who expressed their desire to share their experience of powerful, in some cases life-changing connection with the transcendent presence of the Celestial Bodhisattva of Compassion, Kwan Yin. Soon after publishing my book, Discovering Kwan Yin, fifteen years ago, I began to receive a flood of stories telling how Kwan Yin appeared in a time of distress and hopelessness, and how that visitation had changed a person’s awareness, comforted or encouraged her, or healed her. A wealth of artwork also arrived—images of the benevolent goddess in paintings, sculptures, drawings, and prints—from powerful to whimsical, often with a mini-story attached describing the circumstances in which this particular evocation of Kwan Yin had made herself known. The offerings came primarily from the United States, but some also arrived from Canada, Australia, and South Africa. Some of these communications were highly crafted, sent by professional artists and writers; others were stories in plain language, simple images, sent by people who do not consider themselves writers or visual artists but whose stories expressed the power, wonderment, and gratitude of women and men who had benefited from their contact with Kwan Yin.

These people’s writings and visual images fascinated me and made me feel I knew each sender. Some brought me to tears as I felt their suffering and their wonder at Kwan Yin’s gift to them. The whimsy of some of the artwork elicited a chuckle. I kept them all. And then several years ago I realized that these messages needed to be taken out of my file drawer and given a broader life in the world. In these dangerous times, we beleaguered citizens, neighbors, and friends need the courage, comfort, and self-nurturing that allow us to act with compassion toward others. Knowing Kwan Yin offers all this, I sent out a call for more stories and images, and received a resounding response.

Surrounded by the abundance of earlier and more recent submissions, savoring my contact with the flow of compassionate, healing energy that is Kwan Yin, seeing the lovely, stunning, revelatory images of the goddess through the eyes of artists, I began to understand that this book is not a simple anthology or collection, useful as that might be, but a volume of precious revelations offering Kwan Yin’s balm of total acceptance of all that is, opening a doorway into a more engaged, more passionate life.

Who is this Asian goddess who commands such a vibrant place in the lives of these Western women and men? Why and how has she found her way into the hearts of so many? Her name means “she who hears the cries of the world.” She steps in to save people from danger, to comfort those in distress, to offer guidance to the confused and alienated. Kwan Yin is best known as a Buddhist emanation, but she is widely revered among goddess worshippers, former Catholics, and people needing help. She holds the title of Ascended Master in the Theosophical faith and appears in other esoteric religions. Kwan Yin seems to cross the boundaries between religious and spiritual disciplines easily, appearing in ancient traditions and New Age formulations. True to her mission, she appears when most needed to whoever may be suffering. No credentials required.

Kwan Yin—also known as Quan yin, Guan-Shih-Yin, Kannon, Kwannon, Quan Am, Kwan Seum Bosal, she of the many names—is the pre-eminent goddess in all of Asia. She is revered as a bodhisattva in China, Japan, Vietnam, Korea, and other Asian countries. The bodhisattva is a person who pursues her path to awakening or enlightenment but stops before final liberation, vowing, “I will not achieve full liberation until every being in the universe is enlightened.” She turns back into the world, returning life after life to do everything she can to alleviate suffering and to wake people up. Kwan Yin is such a being. Called the Celestial Bodhisattva of Compassion, she expresses unconditional caring in all her actions: healing, guiding, stepping forward to pluck a drowning person from the waves, extinguishing a life-threatening fire, heading off the pirates who would attack a boatload of helpless refugees. She can take many forms, adopting the identity best suited to the circumstances: she may appear in a female or a male body, noble or humble, as a rich philanthropist, a sword-wielding general, a fishwife, the clerk in the grocery store at the corner of your street.

She is viewed by some as the great compassionate mother who comforts and supports her children; if asked, she brings a baby to the childless. But she is more often seen as the supple maiden-goddess, her robe blown by the sea wind, or as the deep meditator who sits looking inward in perfect peace. She carries a vial holding the fluid of compassion, which she pours out over the world. She rides a dragon, sometimes a lion or elephant, comfortable with the wild primal energy of these creatures. Her sword cuts through confusion to the shining jewel of truth. She stands or sits near crashing waves or placid flowing water, under a willow tree, under a moon. In her left hand she carries a long-stemmed lotus blossom, symbol of the truth that purity is rooted in the muck and mire of experience, as the lotus stem rises from the mud at the bottom of the pond up through murky water, its petals opening on the surface into the flower of perfect awareness.

A Stunning Transformation

Kwan Yin’s change from male to female in ancient China is a unique event in world religion. The male bodhisattva of compassion, Avalokiteshvara, was brought to China sometime after Buddhism was imported from India in the early centuries of the Common Era. By the eighth century, female forms of Avalokiteshvara began to appear, and by the ninth century, the female Guan Shih Yin or Kwan Yin became the dominant representation of compassion. What this change of gender may say about the ancient Chinese view of women I cannot guess, but I know that in every civilization there exists a hunger for the feminine divine. We who were born female long to see our spiritual guides embodied in female form. Buddhist tradition holds that enlightenment transcends gender, an assertion that must make sense to any thoughtful person, but still we less-than-enlightened folks are left with all the gender differences and inequities that operate in our daily lives and spiritual communities. We hunger to see femaleness mirrored in the figures that inspire us, for if I am to aspire to Buddhahood, how much better for my progress to have the model of a Buddha who shares the awareness and responses that I experience every day in my female body. And if I were a man, I might be relieved to see a female Buddha and grateful to view the Buddhist path more inclusively.

Deborah Bowman, author of The Female Buddha, says, “In celebrating an image of the female Buddha, we challenge the old myth with a new myth. We play with form to shake up habitual thinking and honor diverse paths to [liberation].” And she adds, “The female Buddha points to a shifting paradigm beyond prejudice, asking us to step forward and bring freedom to all.”

Many Forms, One Compassionate Energy

The writers and artists you will meet in the following pages bring Kwan Yin to resonant life. Their stories and artwork, gathered here, come from their hearts, in acknowledgment of the deep healing power of Kwan Yin’s spirit and image. The features of the goddess in some of these drawings, sculptures, and paintings will seem more Caucasian than Asian. Of course, many citizens of the West have Asian features and backgrounds and see themselves mirrored in the more traditional Chinese, Japanese, Korean, or Vietnamese depictions of Kwan Yin, but those of us of other ethnic backgrounds experience her with our own bodies and minds, see ourselves in her, and may visualize her as looking more like us. The vast compassionate energy of Kwan Yin is not bound by any nationality or ethnic group.

In dreams and waking visions, Kwan Yin answers the cries of suffering; she arrives at the foot of a hospital bed to offer reassurance, or to teach a set of therapeutic movements. In answer to the anguish of psychological struggle and despondency, she appears as a small figure perched on the corner of a shower stall, to offer guidance. Mothers, widowed or facing the dissolution of their marriage, afraid for themselves and their children, tell of Kwan Yin coming in a dream to speak to them, to communicate that “All will be well.” Certainly, some of the images express joy and humor, such as the whimsical sculpture, “Kwan Yin Takes a Break,” or the depiction of Kwan Yin accompanied by a small, delighted child, riding on the back of a bear. In the East and the West, Kwan Yin offers unconditional compassion for all beings. And she can be present in the dying process, to ease the transition, and give succor to those who grieve.

One of the first people to write to me after I published Discovering Kwan Yin was a woman in her late fifties named Mary Cutsinger. Mother and artist, she lived with her husband in a small town in the Mojave Desert in California, where he had worked at the nearby airbase. Mary sent me her story of encountering Kwan Yin. Her first husband had died at an early age, after which she found herself alone with their five small daughters, and it was then she received Kwan Yin’s blessing. She sent me a painting she had done at that time of the bodhisattva with a tear showing on her cheek, for Kwan Yin had helped Mary understand that, while she had to stay strong to support her children in their loss, she must also allow herself to experience her own grief. Mary became my friend, and invited my partner and me to her desert community to lead meditation retreats. She sent me other paintings of Kwan Yin, and gave me a print of her large crying Kwan Yin. Then she fell ill with cancer, diagnosed too late. She died at age 77, after months of suffering. But Mary’s energy continues to inform my own awareness of Kwan Yin’s presence in our lives; you will meet her and see her paintings in this book.

While I have learned much about Kwan Yin from reading scholarly studies about the bodhisattva and from my own experiences with her, the women and men who have entrusted their stories to me have drawn me further into the life blood of Kwan Yin’s coming to the West. They have taken me vividly into nature, where she dwells, depicting her as a green Oregon mountain, writing about the role of a tree in bringing a mother and daughter together, showing her in water, her natural element, peeking out from behind the curve of a hill, or hovering tenderly over a bare desert landscape.

They have shown me how Kwan Yin can intercede or be present in difficult encounters where political/cultural poisons threaten, such as with Tibetan women in China, an Arab bride in Jaffa, or a menacing bigot in Oregon. One concerned person sent me a Kwan Yin prayer for victims of abuse. These stories illustrate my own experience that Kwan Yin’s sword cuts through confusion and can allow us to perform the radical maneuver of leading with the heart—leading with love.

The artists have found truly original ways to render Kwan Yin, portraying her as their artistic and spiritual vision dictates. And several have combined her with the feminine divine from other traditions, as in the “Pele-Kwanyin” painting that joins her with the great Hawaiian goddess Pele; or Kwan Yin bearing the image of the ancient mother goddess, called the Venus of Laussel, in her headdress; or, more commonly, merged with the Christian Virgin Mary. Whether in a simple painting on cardboard or an elegantly produced computer image, each piece of art delivers a unique experience and vision.

Of course, Kwan Yin is amply and sometimes bewilderingly present on the Internet. Google her and you’ll find everything from the websites of acupuncture/herb practitioners to channeled messages; from art-for-sale to descriptions of Kwan Yin as an Ascended Master; from You Tube guided meditations and ritual dances evoking Kwan Yin to divination cards and even a game or two, just to name a few highlights. Some of this entertains, some of it informs or enlightens, some of it causes me to cringe. But having acknowledged this wealth of information, which ranges from excellent to embarrassing, I have not included any further examples in this book. Anyone who wants to spend some time surfing the net will find a great array of information and many gems.

Since my first engagement with Kwan Yin so many years ago, I have become more intimate with illness and death; this has made me more willing to be present with the discomfort and occasional pain of my existence, to open to others in distress, and to surrender more wholeheartedly to the joy that comes with connection. My experience teaches that extreme suffering, watched over and comforted by Kwan Yin, can inspire the recipient to turn the gift around, to offer a similar comfort to those in pain. This phenomenon comes alive in the stories in this book, some of them my own.

I hope this book will find its way to the sickroom, the hospital room, the kitchen and workroom and back porch, the lonely 3 a.m. bedroom, for these authors and artists illustrate the truth that Kwan Yin appears most radiantly in the darkest of human situations. She is not some remote elusive figure but is accessible to us in every moment, every situation. She is the deepest, most authentic part of ourselves, always responsive if called upon sincerely. A Buddhist-teacher friend asks her students to go about their day seeing themselves as Kwan Yin and recognizing Kwan Yin in others. At first they think they are pretending to be Kwan Yin, but soon they see themselves as Kwan Yin pretending to be their ordinary selves. That brings home the truth of her presence in each of our hearts.

May the following stories and artwork reach out to touch you, wake you up to your own aliveness, so you can shed the tears you need to shed, marvel at the episodes brought to vibrant life here, perhaps see yourself in some of them, let out a throaty chuckle or a full laugh from deep in your belly, and feel Kwan Yin’s love for yourself and all beings.
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Kwan Yin – Poem by Laura Fargas

Laura Fargas offers a unique perspective in this poem. Bypassing the often exalted depictions of Kwan Yin, she situates the young bodhisattva firmly in everyday life.


Of the many buddhas I love best the girl
who will not leave the cycle of pain before anyone else.
It is not the captain declining to be saved
on the sinking ship, who may just want to ride his shame
out of sight. She is at the brink of never being hurt again
but pauses to say, All of us. Every blade of grass.
She chooses to live in the tumble of souls through time.
Perhaps she sees spring in every country,
talks quietly with farm women while helping to lay seed.
Our hearts are a storm she trembles at. I picture her
leaning on a tree or humming or joining a volleyball game
on Santa Monica beach. Her skin shines with sweat.
The others may not know how to notice what she does to them.
She is not a fish or a bee; it is not pity or thirst;
she could go, but here she is.
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How Kwan Yin Found Me: A Tale of Resistance and Surrender
– Memoir by Sandy Boucher
Sculpture by 12th century Chinese artist

Just so you understand, I was not a goddess person. You wouldn’t have caught me in a long flowered peasant skirt, and it was only very occasionally that I joined a circle of ecstatic women to dance under the full moon. No, I was a feet-on-the-ground political activist and writer, exclusively committed to this-world experience and skeptical of anything even faintly redolent of spirituality or religion. When, back in the seventies, I heard some of my feminist friends begin to talk about the Great Goddess or wax lyrical about our matriarchal heritage, I thought they had slipped their moorings and drifted out into Lalaland.

So, imagine my surprise: It’s 1982. I’m in Kansas City on my way east and I find myself in a giant room in an art gallery. This is the Nelson Atkins Museum of Asian Art. Looking down at me is a female figure, richly dressed, with Asian features. She is eight feet high, seated with one knee up, one arm balanced on her raised knee.

I would never have found my own way here, skeptical as I was about the whole subject of goddesses, but an acquaintance brought me to this room, perhaps because she knew I had begun to practice Buddhist meditation and this statue had something to do with Buddhism. She brought me before this majestic, exquisitely beautiful sculpture, said, “This is Kwan Yin” (a name I had never heard before) and left me alone with the goddess.

Oops, I thought. I’m losing my bearings. I have no context for this figure, no guide to orient me.
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“Kansas City Kwan Yin,” Guanyin of the Southern Sea, Chinese, Liao (907–1125) or Jin Dynasty (1115–1234).
Wood with polychrome, 95 x 65 inches. The Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, Kansas City,Missouri.
Purchase: William Rockhill Nelson Trust, 34–10. Photo: Jamison Miller.

Alone in the room, I stood looking up into Kwan Yin’s face. Her body contained something tremendously powerful. It radiated up from her commanding posture as she sat on a piece of rock, one foot up, the other on a lotus blossom. The label at the base of the statue informed me that she was carved of wood, then painted, sometime between the 10th and 13th centuries in China.

So how could this piece of wood, sculpted hundreds of years ago, be so fully alive? How could it embody something ineffable, something not measurable, something others would call “spirit”? These questions nagged at me but, as I gazed up at her, not able to turn away or leave the room, I felt the hard edges of my resistance begin to soften. Whatever it is that resides in Kwan Yin reached out to pierce my tight container, and I felt my boundaries fluttering, giving way, to allow something hidden and unexplored to rise up in me. It was as if I was held in a cone of thick, slowly fluctuating energy that came from her but also from somewhere inside myself.

“Kwan Yin,” I said to myself, trying out the words. “So, is this a goddess?”

It was a time in my life when I was struggling to find some balance, having been focused resolutely outward for a decade. In the seventies, I had given myself wholeheartedly to the efforts of the Women’s Liberation Movement to bring equal rights and full recognition to women. Leaving the safety of marriage and a clerical job, I had helped bring together a collective of women and children and one man. We lived together in a house in San Francisco, published a newspaper called Mother Lode, and planned and led demonstrations against businesses and organizations that excluded or oppressed women. We provided safe haven for women fleeing abusive boyfriends or husbands, and free temporary lodging for activists new in town; and we alternated childcare duties, living our belief that children were not private property but beings whose care should be shared by all. This was a passionate, 24-hour-a-day commitment in which I felt hugely alive and useful in the world. I felt I was making revolutionary change in a wholesome direction.

After the collective broke up, I continued to engage in political activism with other groups and projects. But gradually I came to recognize the price of this lifestyle, realizing I had no idea how to take care of myself, either physically or spiritually. I didn’t know how to replenish the energy I was constantly sending outward, and so I was often sick or seriously exhausted. I knew how to write a leaflet, participate in a sidewalk demonstration, organize protection for a woman whose boyfriend had shot the lock off her door, or stay up all night writing an article responding to an abusive newspaper piece. But I did not know how to nourish myself by touching a deeper reality that might sustain me.

Then, in 1980, with a lover, I found my way to Buddhist practice and began to meditate regularly. Soon, I felt myself beginning to open to a calmer, more inward mode of being. But I adamantly resisted any pull toward the supernatural or the sacred, and refused to entertain the possibility of realities other than this material world I inhabited.

This was my condition when I found myself standing before the statue of Kwan Yin. When I left the museum that day, I took her with me in the form of a postcard of the statue, for I could not deny my experience. Certainly it was improbable, definitely not part of my repertory, yet I deeply felt the reality of that half hour with Kwan Yin’s energy. Something had shifted inside me; a door had opened.

This was the beginning of the spiritual path I have followed ever since.

One of the contributors to this book reports that she used to view Kwan Yin’s presence and powers as “comforting myths,” until she had a direct experience herself. But what is a myth? Bronislav Malinowsky, the Polish anthropologist, defines it as “the re-arising of primordial reality in story form.” In the decades since that day in Kansas City, I have taken the trouble to inform myself about the primordial reality of matriarchy and the Goddess, looking at the archeological evidence, particularly the ancient statues of female figures obviously born of and intended for veneration (cf. Marija Gimbutas, Vicki Noble, et al.). Gradually, my vision has expanded to include the documentation of the foundation of female agency and power, and the present-day immanence of the figures we call the Divine Feminine. Does that make me a goddess person? You bet. My mind and heart are now open to the towering emanations of female spiritual agency from many cultures and religions. I celebrate matriarchal energy wherever I find it.
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