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Introduction


Find peace through choosing organic rather than synthetic clothing.

Achieve inner calm by converting your home to solar energy.

Be at one with the world through buying from your local farmers’ market.



More than 2,500 years ago, a child was born in India. His name was Siddhartha Gautama, and he became the Buddha, a figure who would influence millions of people through the centuries. The Buddha taught us to be conscious of the world and the role you play—the direct impact of your thoughts, choices, and actions. Across the centuries, his message still shines: Be one with that world! Today, that means supporting a sustainable environment. The purpose of this book is to offer you a different perspective on how to transform your eco-footprint through education, conscious living, and self-awareness.

The action of mind (thought) and choice (action) based on intention (environmental safety) is Zen—the school of Mahayana Buddhism that originated in China about 1,200 years ago. You are not simply one, but one of the world whose presence, like the ripple of a pebble tossed into a pond, affects the vibration and well-being of everything and everyone around you. The practice of Zen, as it relates to living in a more environmentally friendly way, is to gain a better understanding of your personal ripple—to more consciously acknowledge the way in which your choices and actions contribute to your health, life, and the planet Earth, adding richness to it.

In these pages, you’ll find suggestions about:


	
• Your use of energy resources

	
• Mindful housecleaning and washing

	
• Zen eating and drinking habits

	
• Green personal care

	
• Ecologically sound transportation

	
• Vacationing responsibly



With the added tools offered by Zen you can begin to consciously alter the ramifications of your personal global ripple in a very positive way. Because Zen does not rely on formal religious dogma, it can be incorporated into your life regardless of your religious beliefs and traditional practices. Buddha didn’t think of himself as a god, but as a human being who found enlightenment and peace by shedding material excess and understanding his connection to the world. This path is open to anyone.

It’s true that the thought of reducing your environmental footprint can seem daunting. But you don’t have to turn your life upside down. Mindfully caring for the earth and its inhabitants can be done by making small changes and coming to simple realizations about your lifestyle—which is just how Buddha made his way to Nirvana.
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CHAPTER ONE Let the Green Spirit of Zen Lead You



Zen teaches us that a ripple begins as a thought and transforms into an action that moves throughout the universe. Many of us never know the full consequences of our actions, but every now and then we have the opportunity to witness a ripple become a wave.







THE EIGHTFOLD PATH


Within the very heart of Zen are eight tools of right that make every task, every decision, and, consequently, every reaction to your actions purposeful. When used to preserve and honor the earth and the world around, above, and below us, these tools embody the essence of sustainability…the Zen way. The pathway of eight is a tool more than a rule—each part of the pathway is a critical step toward enlightenment and well-being for those on Earth and Earth itself.

1. Right View—Rethinking Your Perception of Green.


Becoming sustainable has now become a passion of the masses, and, indeed, a necessary way of life if we are to preserve life on Earth itself…including our own. With consciousness comes opportunity, and living an eco-friendly life has never been easier for the individual, a community, or a nation.

2. Right Thought—Eco-Friendly Is a Choice.


Can we ignore what we’ve learned about the environment so far, or ignore further the rapid fire of new information from a focused scientific community? If we choose to do so, what price for our action—or lack of action—will our children, and our children’s children, ultimately pay? With right thought, change becomes possible.


3. Right Speech—Voicing the Spirit of Environmental Awareness.


Speaking out about the need for conservation and green technologies, as well as praising others for their efforts, is using right speech. Reciting all the excuses as to why recycling is too much of a hassle is a vibrational assault against the earth.

4. Right Action—First, Do No Harm.


Given that every action has a cause and effect, it’s important to examine what you think and what you know, and then choose actions that first do no harm—actions that support the well-being of human, plant, and animal, as well as the earth.

5. Right Livelihood—Seeing the Big Picture.


Livelihood is your expression of life, the spirit from which you draw and expand upon each and every day. Expressing your ecological footprint in ways that benefit and support all aspects of your life (home, work, and play) is right livelihood.

6. Right Effort—Going Green One Step at a Time.


Right effort is about doing what you can, when you can, and because you can. When you apply effort to thinking about the changes you can make toward your green transformation (right thinking), then take action to make those changes (right action), that’s right effort. Right effort applies to the smallest change equally as it applies to the largest change.


7. Right Mindfulness—Environmentally Friendly Intention.


Beginning a green lifestyle doesn’t always come naturally. As you begin this important journey, you’ll no doubt be halfway to that store around the corner when you realize, “Hey, I could have walked.” Good for you. You’re mindful of how you could do better and will be more inclined to do better next time.

8. Right Concentration—How Big Is Your Footprint?


Commitment to joining the world community and truly doing your part requires effort and planning. It means applying sincere effort to your environmental education, a dedication to change both in the home and workplace, and a compelling honesty about your responsibility as a world participant. Right concentration may result in the degree of that commitment through learning, doing, and teaching, but it begins in the heart and moves through your spirit.

Once you’ve mastered these eight rules—and it’s not a bad idea to meditate on them for a while—you’ll be able to see how their precepts are reflected in the rest of this chapter. These rules give you the philosophical structure you need to fully commit to changing your eco-footprint.

LIVING A GLOBAL COMMUNITY LIFE


In the world of Zen, there is no division or degree of separation between you and your mind, body, or spirit, nor between you and your loved ones, friends, and neighbors, or those who are oceans away. Zen is about recognizing the universal connection to all and doing no harm to yourself or others in any way that causes suffering within the universe. This is the challenge that our global community must adopt; one individual, one community, and one nation at a time. As some countries that were less progressive in the past become more affluent and industrialized, the threat to natural resources and concerns about the destruction of the environment grow. Equally, the reality of harm already done by expansive, thriving countries such as the United States must be faced straight up and honestly; harm that prevails in many practices today cannot be overlooked as a continuing threat.

The world can little afford ignoring that what happens in one part of the globe eventually affects other areas of the planet half a world away. Each person, country, and continent is truly interdependent.

World agencies recognize that we must work together toward protecting sensitive biostructures like coral reefs and diverse ocean populations, managing forests with sustainable growth, sustaining air quality the world over, and reducing the damaging effects and usage of fossil fuels and chemicals that are devastating to humans and the environment. The role of the individual in this profound effort, however, is essential.

The World Sangha

Common to the human condition is a feeling of disconnection. It may be a sense of isolation within your home, among your neighbors, or at work. Buddhism addresses this through the sangha—a community of like-minded people committed to a common goal, in this case, sustainability. Such a community is unstructured, but it can join you to other people around the world who understand the importance of protecting our planet. Often Zen sanghas meet together to practice meditation—a key aspect of Zen—but it’s also possible for you to spend time on your own meditating about the earth and your connection to it.

Zen is a journey of enlightenment that allows you to experience the whole of your world. There is no destination, just changing landscapes, many of which overlap to other worlds. Likewise, we are not isolated from other countries. Our suffering is their suffering and theirs is ours. The world’s journey is also one of Zen—one of acceptance, understanding, and goodwill to ease all suffering.

The world stage is getting smaller and little can happen in one part of the globe that doesn’t eventually affect another place half a world away. No one person, no one country, no one continent is truly independent.

In 1997, under the auspices of the United Nations, representatives met in Kyoto, Japan, to discuss global air quality. The result was the Kyoto Protocol, an international framework for managing greenhouse gases and improving air quality. And more recently, a series of positions aimed at limiting climate change and the further development of global warming was adopted at the 2015 UN Climate Change Conference in Paris.


ELEMENTS OF ZEN


Earth has three main components, all of which have long been a part of Zen practices: the air we breathe, the land we live on, and the water that nourishes us.

A great place to begin your journey to live in harmony with Earth is with the element that speaks to you the most. Do you feel nourished by sunrises and sunsets, love to swim in a clear mountain lake, or delight in a gentle breeze blowing through your hair? Perhaps your idea of a great getaway is up in the mountains, camping among the majestic trees and the scent of pine, or just feeling grounded after a quiet walk on a nearby trail.

Zen involves deep contemplation and is often easier when you begin with an element most “home” to you. If land is your grounding point, why not begin outside in and around your yard? If water nourishes your soul, begin with a water filtration system for your family’s drinking source, or by eliminating the chemicals that flow from your drains to the rivers, streams, and the ocean. Commit to reducing your carbon footprint on the air around you by carpooling, walking, or biking when possible.

The Air

Air is one of the main elements in Buddhism (the others are earth, water, and fire). Buddhism associates air with the idea of expansion. For instance, we breathe in air to live, expanding our lungs but then we push it out when we exhale. The air is mostly invisible, but it’s by no means empty; it contains millions upon millions of particles, some of which can harm us if we allow the air to be polluted. We travel through the world of air, drawing sustenance from it. For this reason, the care and protection of the air we and all living creatures breathe is of central importance to a Zen approach to the world.

The Land

Land—the earth—sustains life both on the surface and below ground. Soil controls the flow of water over land, filters chemicals, and stores nutrients. It supports the structures that people live and work in. When the soil is neglected, the life that depends on it is damaged as well.

Soil is the outermost layer of the planet. In a way, it functions as the planet’s skin, a protective layer. It’s made from rocks, plants, and animals that have decayed over hundreds of years—just one inch of topsoil takes up to five hundred years to form. Beneath the surface, a complex ecosystem comprises minerals, water, air, fungi, bacteria, and plant material all working together.

Land is a key element of Zen thought. It’s possible to draw sustainable energy from both it and from the plants and animals that live on it. Producing such energy is referred to as biomass. One common method is burning plant material to heat water and generate electricity. Feedstock for biomass power facilities generally includes agricultural waste left over from harvesting, energy crops grown specifically for use as biomass, forestry remains after timber harvesting, and wood left over from mill operations. To provide the most sustainable alternatives, it’s best to use plant material waste that is close to the biomass plant to avoid transportation impacts.


Awakening to Geothermal Power


Sustainable energy isn’t just available from above ground. It can be found below ground as well. For every 100 meters you go below ground, the temperature of the rock increases about 3°C (37.4°F). Deep under the surface, water sometimes makes its way close to the hot rock and turns into boiling hot water or steam. Wells, some shallow and some miles deep, are drilled into these reservoirs to bring hot water or steam to the surface. These are used to generate electricity and are cleanly released back into nature as either cold water or water vapor. Geothermal energy is most abundant and more easily accessible in places like Hawaii and Alaska where the geothermal reservoirs are closer to the surface. The shifting and moving tectonic plates in these areas enable the water heated from the magma below to escape more easily to the surface. Geothermal electricity is available virtually anywhere but is located much deeper, making retrieval less cost-effective.

The Water

Most of our planet—most of you—is made up of water. It’s essential for life. The world’s oceans are home to some of the largest, smallest, and most diverse animal populations on the planet. The oceans are majestic environments that hold unknown mysteries that humans are only beginning to discover.

Protecting resources like drinking water is paramount for society, but protection often comes only after shortages are permanent or supplies are tainted. All over the world, water wars are frequent as rising populations strain limited supplies.

Water sources like rivers, streams, and aquifers have been tapped for irrigation. But it’s possible to make this process more efficient. Water flushed from household toilets and drained from residential washing machines can be converted to graywater with minimal treatment and reused for irrigation. Individual graywater systems are being approved for residences. Not only does graywater offset the demand for treating water to the highest potable standard; it also may actually be beneficial to plants as it’s likely to contain nitrogen and phosphorus.

The Flow of Hydropower

Hydropower plants harness the kinetic energy of flowing water to power machinery or make electricity. The most common hydro power begins with a dam that stores the water in a reservoir. Water flowing through the dam spins a turbine, which uses a generator to make electricity and sends it out to the grid.

Because water is not destroyed in the process of creating energy, it is considered a renewable resource. It doesn’t produce pollutants as fossil fuels do, and the dams are often used for flood control. Unfortunately, because hydropower relies on the natural water cycle, energy production can be impacted during dry seasons or times of drought. Hydroelectric plants also interfere with the natural flow of rivers and everything that moves along with them, including spawning fish and natural river and tributary flows. Another consideration with dams is thermal pollution, because the water released on the other side of the turbine is often warmer than the water entering. This can have a negative effect on aquatic life that is suited to narrow temperature ranges.


CLIMATE CHANGE


It’s practically impossible to listen to the radio, watch TV, or read the news without hearing about global climate change. The majority of scientists agree that action needs to be taken now to stop, and eventually reverse, the trend of global warming. Economists debate the cost of solutions versus the financial benefits of adaptation to new climate conditions rather than discussing the real dangers of not moving forward with a viable plan.

While such problems may seem beyond the effort of an individual, remember that Zen teaches us we are all connected through the planet. Even small actions on your part can have a cumulative effect that goes well beyond you.

A Zen approach to environmental issues views them on a global scale, not merely as local manifestations. While fighting against pollution on a local scale is important, Zen allows you to see this in the context of the entire planet. This is especially important for issues like climate change and the effects of greenhouse gases.

FIRST, DO NO HARM


The Buddha believed that we should avoid harming other lives whenever possible. Certainly it’s impossible to go through your life without harming other beings, but Zen cautions that we should be mindful of it, as well as all our actions. Around the globe, the human population affects all forms of life: trees, seagrass, animals, and people. Often the damage we do is the result of beneficial activities performed irresponsibly.

Degradation of natural resources often has a chain effect. For example, consider the impact that clearing acres of rain forest for farming has on both local and global environments. Soil cannot support crops that are harvested on a yearly basis and its productivity quickly diminishes. As income decreases along with the crop yield, farmers abandon the land in search of more fertile fields, increasing pressure on local resources. The deforested land does not absorb rainwater as before, so rainfall causes more water to flow into nearby rivers all at once, flooding downstream villages and cities. However, drought is also an outcome of deforestation.

Part of the reason rain forests are so wet is that trees play a vital role in supplying water to the atmosphere through transpiration; without trees, the water to produce rain simply isn’t there. Haphazard deforestation results in patches of remaining forest separated by cleared land. Plants and animals are effectively marooned, isolated from their species. Fewer options can result in inbreeding, weakening the gene pool. Larger species, usually predators, are especially vulnerable to population loss simply because there are so few of them. A bad breeding year, a natural disaster, or a disease can wipe them out. On a global scale, deforestation contributes to a buildup of greenhouse gases; fewer trees mean more carbon dioxide is left in the atmosphere.

Only through education can people gain a better understanding of our interconnectedness to the planet and all it supports. Zen, because it considers humans in relationship to both the environment and to each other, can be a vital part of that education.


SUSTAINABLE ENERGY: SOLAR AND WIND


The sun and wind both have importance in Zen thought. The sun, for instance, is a symbol of enlightenment, of the sort that the Buddha achieved through his meditations. The deva Surya is a deity who embodies the sun.

The wind in Zen is a subject often at the center of meditation. According to some stories, two monks were meditating on a flapping flag. “It is the flag that is moving,” said one. “It is the wind that is moving,” replied the other. A master, overhearing them, said, “Not the wind, not the flag. Mind is moving.”

Solar Sutra

Large solar plants, called concentrated solar power (CSP) plants, can accommodate the needs of a small community or can generate enough electricity to flow into the grid and supplement power generated by other means.

Solar power continues to be slightly more expensive than traditional fossil fuel options, but the cost is expected to decrease as more private and public utility plants appear and solar cell technology advances. Proposed government credits and development incentives are playing an enormous role in advancing the research and use of solar.

The Answer Is in the Wind

The practice of Zen involves stillness; a quieting of the mind so that you can tune into the world around you. Often, you’ll hear the breeze outside. Perhaps it has a message of global proportions. Throughout history, windmills have been used primarily as grinding mills, sawmills, or even water-pumping mills. Today they are used to harness the wind’s kinetic energy. Wind moves the mill’s blades, which rotate a shaft that in turn moves gears connected to a generator. The generator creates electricity.

Not only is wind renewable; it’s clean and doesn’t produce the deleterious by-products that other forms of energy do. Wind energy doesn’t depend on process water as do coal and nuclear power. Wind power is generated domestically; there is no dependence on other countries to produce energy for local use. Also, harnessing wind power doesn’t require mining operations as coal does, an wind power brings clean, high-tech jobs to farmlands and possibly coastal communities as well. Wind is the fastest-growing energy source, and per kilowatt it is close to the cost of generating electricity using fossil fuels.

The cost of installing windmills is recouped more quickly than other emerging technologies. However, wind turbines require an extensive amount of land, which can make them more difficult to place in urban areas. Besides land availability, wind turbine sites must be located within high wind energy areas either on land or over the water.


NOBLE TRUTHS ABOUT NUCLEAR POWER


The debate about adding more nuclear power in our future plans is enough to make some go…well, nuclear! The concerns are centered on two items: the safe storage of nuclear waste and safety. In a world of terrorist threats, security concerns ratchet up the risk factors.

Concerns are fueled by history: the partial meltdown of a reactor at Three Mile Island near Middletown, Pennsylvania, in 1979, and the explosion and widespread radioactive contamination experienced at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant in the former Soviet Union in 1986.

Sixty nuclear power plants are currently operating in the United States. Waste produced from nuclear power plants includes high-level and low-level radioactive waste. High-level waste is the spent fuel. Although it’s depleted, it continues to be radioactive for tens of thousands of years or longer and must be handled using remote-control equipment. The spent fuel is stored temporarily in water-cooled pools and dry casks at nuclear power plants. Permanent storage requires burial of the material deep underground, and there are currently no permanent storage facilities in the United States.
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CHAPTER TWO Owning the Shoes You Walk In



Enlightenment is not a smooth process. Be prepared to stumble, while also appreciating the lessons learned by trial and error. Enlightenment also comes with enjoyment of the process, finding the simple pleasures in learning a new way and being inspired by new goals. Buddha teaches that where you are in the present is exactly where you’re supposed to be, so don’t waste time on guilt, doubt, or worry—they’re worthless. Simply own your shoes and walk forward.






Zen teaches us about personal responsibility: how to honestly evaluate our personal responsibility in creating the world around us, and how to better ourselves through the betterment of others. In terms of a green lifestyle, Zen implores us to take responsibility for our lifestyles and work toward a more peaceful and harmonious relationship with the planet. Maintaining an Earth-friendly home is usually a combination of conserving energy and being conscientious about the products you use and the packaging they come in. Repurposing items not only saves space in the landfills—it also saves money. It’s interesting that organic spinach and other mixed greens are now sold in rectangular plastic containers about the size of a shoebox; something about that type of packaging with the label “organic” just seems off target. Nonetheless, it’s out there. Rather than feeling too guilty about the packaging, consider repurposing the container for your shoes. They stack nicely and keep the dust off those sexy party shoes worn only a few times a year, while also allowing you to see clearly what shoes are inside.

You can find (or make at home) alternative products to help reduce or eliminate the use of chemicals in cleaning supplies and pest control. Inexpensive products are available that help conserve energy and water while reducing waste. All of these options conspire to save natural resources. An additional benefit to conservation is that it usually saves you money too. This chapter gives you a rundown on how to take care of your house while saving the planet and a couple of bucks at the same time!


CLEANING WITH AWARENESS


Armed with bottles of cleaning solution and various gadgets to help you remove every last speck of dirt, the battle for clean begins. But don’t think you have to sacrifice a clean house to be more environmentally friendly. Clean and green aren’t mutually exclusive. When you’re shopping for environmentally friendly cleaning products, look for a green label and choose natural products that list all their ingredients. Green cleaning products should not contain ingredients such as chlorine, petroleum-based solvents, nonylphenol surfactants, glycol ethers, or dyes. They should be biodegradable and nontoxic. Truly green cleaners are not animal tested—a practice that we should all fiercely oppose.

When evaluating cleaners, choose one that is safe for everyone in the family, safe for the environment, conserves natural resources, and ultimately gets the job done. Avoid unnecessary dyes and fragrances and stay away from extra packaging. Be careful with concentrates. Using a cleanser that comes in concentrated form does save on packaging by allowing consumers to dilute it at home, but take care to avoid exposing people and the environment to the highly concentrated ingredients.

The Simple Path

Baking soda is a wonderful thing and found in just about every kitchen. It’s sodium bicarbonate, a naturally occurring compound that is nontoxic and deodorizing. It’s also gently abrasive—safe for chrome or enamel. You can mix ¼ cup of baking soda with one quart of warm water to make a cleaning solution. Or you can just shake it directly on what you’re cleaning. Did I mention it’s less expensive, and also typically comes packaged in an environmentally friendly manner?

Here’s a list of other natural and less toxic cleaning ingredients and their uses.


	
• Mix ½ cup of vinegar with 1 gallon of water to clean floors. (Be sure your floor won’t be affected by the pH shift. Some materials like marble and no-wax floors are vulnerable to color change and etchings. The manufacturer will be able to tell you if vinegar is safe for your floor.)

	
• Two parts borax mixed with one part lemon juice can be used to clean the toilet. This is especially effective for removing stains. Spray with vinegar to make sure your cleaning solution will remove microbes.

	
• A mixture of equal amounts of lemon juice and olive oil is great for polishing unvarnished furniture. For varnished furniture, use ½ cup of warm water and a few drops of lemon juice.

	
• Use ¼ cup of rubbing alcohol mixed with ½ cup of vinegar and 2 cups of water to clean windows. Use newspaper instead of paper towels to wipe windows.

	
• Sprinkle baking soda on your stainless steel, iron, or copper pots and scrub to clean. (Don’t use baking soda on aluminum pots.)




THE PEACEFUL WARRIOR AND PEST CONTROL


Gentle methods of reducing pests and insects in the house are also green methods, and the first step is to remove whatever attracts them. Keep counters and floors clean of food scraps. Avoid dripping faucets and soaking dishes, which serve as a water source enticing insects into the kitchen. Foods that pests find attractive like flour, pasta, and cornmeal can be kept in the refrigerator or in airtight containers.

There are also some natural remedies to control pests in the house. Here is a list of natural ways to rid your home of some of the more common pests without using pesticides.


	
• Follow a trail of ants to find where they are coming in. Sprinkle chili pepper, dried peppermint, or borax to steer them away.

	
• For cockroaches, mix borax, sugar, and flour, and sprinkle it in the infested area, or add water and form the mixture into little balls and leave them for the roaches to eat. Also try sprinkling borax behind light switches, under sinks, and in the back of cabinets to kill roaches.

	
• Feeding a dog or cat brewer’s yeast mixed in with their food deters fleas.

	
• Use cedar chips to drive off moths.

	
• Buy humane traps that allow you to catch and release vermin.

	
• Pantries can be kept free of moths and other insects with insect traps that use nontoxic adhesives and attractants.

	
• Diligent vacuuming can eliminate dust mites. If dust mites are in bedding, wash it regularly and cover pillows and mattresses in mite-free mattress cases and pillowcases. Another benefit of eliminating pesticides is that you will be able to avoid keeping poisons in your home and the possibility of accidental exposure.
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