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Advance Praise for Still, in the City

“Still, in The City is an amazing collection of Dharma practice stories, narratives of the messiness of the present moment and opening to freedom of heart and mind right there in the midst of it. They are lessons learned about how mindfulness practice is both the same and yet different because of where it is practiced; not better, but different. Each author inspires with their willingness to keep trying no matter the confusion they initially face; their willingness to keep working with things long enough to enable wisdom to arise is the gift they offer to the reader.”

—Sharon Salzberg, author of Lovingkindness: The Revolutionary Art of Happiness

“Mindfulness and Compassion practice in daily life? Still, in the City has many thoughtful and inspiring essays by Dharma practitioners and teachers, all ways to bring the teachings alive just where you are.”

—Jack Kornfield, author of A Path with Heart

“This is a book for those whose spiritual practice lives in the fierce light of day. As a New Yorker, a collection of authentic, personal expressions like these are critical. They are stories of unflinching intimacy that expand the temple, meditation hall, and sangha to the streets, subway cars, and communities of our predominantly urban lives. The heart of this book moves with the hearts of all beings, conveying a sacred dignity in our everyday circumstances and struggles. Still, in the City is as critical for beginners interested in exploring mindfulness practice as it is for those devoted to the justice, equity, and love of a fully expressed Buddhadharma.”

—Greg Snyder, Senior Director & Associate Professor of Buddhist Studies, Union Theological Seminary, Dharma Teacher & Senior Priest, Brooklyn Zen Center

“Still, in the City is an insightful collection of practical wisdom bathed in the heart of the dharma. These seasoned practitioners invite us into deeper presence, understanding, and intimacy with the simplicity and complexity of our day-to-day lives, regardless of our surroundings or circumstances. We need this book to better understand our lives and our belonging. A must read and must share offering that reveals the healing power of wise awareness.”

—Ruth King, author of Mindful of Race: Transforming Racism from the Inside Out

“This book could be titled ‘Buddhism Made Real’ because the authors describe their firsthand experience of practicing Buddhism in the fullness and the complexity of modern life. The book is inspiring and heartwarming.”

—Gil Fronsdal, co-teacher at the Insight Meditation Center in Redwood City, California and Insight Retreat Center in Santa Cruz, California

“Still, in the City is a perfect book for the modern Buddhist reader. Underpinned with deep dharma, it presents engaging tools for living in the realm of samsara from a wise, compassionate, and diverse group of teachers and senior practitioners. Taking wisdom to the streets, they help keep these ancient teachings alive in our troubled world.”

—Kevin Griffin, author of One Breath at a Time: Buddhism and the Twelve Steps and Living Kindness: Buddhist Teachings for a Troubled World

“I am so excited about [this] book. What you are offering here will be a great refuge to urban meditators. At one point in my own practice I asked myself, ‘What are you doing here? Are you seeking to quiet the storm? Or are you trying to find the quiet within the storm?’ Until I posed that question I hadn’t given full weight to the power of the inner quiet. When we can develop that, we can manage the storm. To me [this] book establishes an apt metaphor for finding that quiet within the storm. We can’t make everyone else bow to our wishes for stillness. But we don’t need to. The inner quiet is much more accessible and practical anyway. So good on you for helping that along! Congratulations!”

—Gloria Taraniya, Ambrosia, Barre Center for Buddhist Studies

“Both practical and poetic, Still, in the City provides enormously helpful advice on how to undertake serious dharma practice where the vast majority of us actually live. This is a beautiful, rich anthology that fills a critical gap in the literature.”

—Sumi Loundon Kim, Yale University, author of Sitting Together: A Family-Centered Curriculum on Mindfulness, Meditation, and Buddhist Teachings
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Still, in the City is a collection of stories about the fierce practice of urban Buddhism—when a New York City subway becomes a mobile temple, when Los Angeles traffic becomes a vehicle for awakening, when a Fifth Avenue sidewalk becomes a gauntlet through craving, generosity, and sorrow.

Two dozen Buddhist teachers offer stories that are accessible, whether you’ve practiced a lot or a little—or are curious or maybe even cynical.

The authors represent a particular commitment to expanding access to the teachings for diverse communities. And our very presence on our cushions belies the notion that western Buddhists are of an age and race and class.

We have been asked not how to meditate, but why, by a neighbor who says the world is on fire and a friend whose work is seemingly holding up as much of that world as he can touch. We answer: there is amazing clarity in stillness, and the opportunity for a skillful response, rather than a reaction, even to injustice. And there is the possibility of equanimity and of freedom.

These are our stories in our own language in our own time.

With appreciation to Peg Moran for first draft editing and flow of Still.


Dedicated to our teachers
Eugene Cash, Gina Sharpe, Thanissara, and Larry Yang,
and honoring especially Gina and Larry,
who continue to make the road by walking for diversity
and inclusion in the teaching of the dharma in the West.


FOREWORD

by Eugene Cash, Gina Sharpe, Larry Yang, and Thanissara



As teachers and guides of the two-year Community Dharma Leader Training of 2010 to 2012 at Spirit Rock Meditation Center, California, we are gratified and heartened by the publication of “Still, in the City.” This nourishing and practical anthology, which arose from that training, carries the voices, hearts, and wisdom of a diverse, authentic and gifted group of authors who offer us important insights into living well and staying balanced in the midst of complexity, chaos, and confusion.

This book is not only a marvelous offering to all who navigate the sidewalks, subway, streets, and daily life business of New York City, or in fact, any city, from Atlanta to Johannesburg, Vancouver to Brazil; it also opens into a depth of soul, peace, and liminal transcendent potential that is the birthright of every human being, wherever we live.

The inspiration for this work arises from a very different world, that of the Indo-Gangetic Plains of India 2,600 years ago, where one of the world’s great spiritual teachers, Shakyamuni Buddha, illuminated essential teachings and practices that cut to the core of the human condition.

The Buddha’s crucial message, “Mind is the forerunner of all things,” points to our task. It is to the mind we must go to remove or at least dampen the impulses of greed, hatred, and delusion, recognize the deeper realities of existence, and foster the potential we all have for wise seeing and compassionate action.

Although the physical and technological conditions of the Buddha’s time and that of a modern city are vastly different, these vital, timeless teachings are pertinent for everyone regardless of time and place. To have this ancient road map applied to and reflected in our deeply challenging times is the tremendous gift of this outstanding book.


INTRODUCTION

by Angela Dews



In Still, in the City, we offer the stories that make ours an urban dharma—in cities like New York and Los Angeles; Seattle and Pretoria; Anápolis, Brazil; Oakland; and Victoria, BC. And in places that are called “terrible cities,” where the prison experience is particular, but reveals much about deep practice and shared respect when living together.

When terms are used in more than one chapter or need further explanation or translation, they are included in the Notes and Links section at the back of the book.

Our experience of practice in cities offers occasions for finding refuge, of course, but also for awakening from the illusion of separation—the way we were taught by our teachers who were taught by their teachers in Southeast and South Asia in the 1960s and 70s. And we offer the intention to explicitly pay attention to suffering in relationships, including the greed, hatred, and delusion that manifest as prejudice and injustice.

We have arranged the stories under three headings: the “Three Jewels,” or Triple Gem, as it is often called. And we use the setting for the jewels offered by teacher Tara Brach, that is, Buddha, awareness; Dharma, truth; Sangha, love.

Buddha, Awareness

We are sharing our experience and the teachings of the human being called Prince Siddhartha, who discovered, not invented, a way to find freedom out of suffering for himself and for all beings over 2,500 years ago. And when he became the Buddha—the Enlightened One—he taught what he discovered with the admonition not to blindly accept anything but to see for ourselves.

The instructions offered here for exploring mindfulness in and around our cities are written to be accessible to a broad range of readers, whether you’ve practiced a lot or a little. Or, perhaps you practice mindfulness and don’t call it Buddhism.

We start with meditation as the primary tool for investigating the nature of experience.

In the Satipa[image: images]hana Sutta, which we offer in the Dharma section, the Buddha offers this invitation to find a place for contemplation of the breath in the body—the first of the Four Foundations of Mindfulness:

Here …, gone to the forest, or to the root of a tree, or to an empty hut, one sits down.

Already I can feel the push back. Forests and empty huts in the overwhelm and onslaught of the city? And, in fact, when the New York Insight Meditation Center was being created in the Flatiron District of Manhattan, one teacher suggested the meditation hall should be soundproof.

In addition to being impossible, creating a soundproof cocoon would defeat the purpose—the purpose of taking a seat in the center of a world that is demanding and full of distraction, and from that space letting the sounds land and linger and flow into the moments full of the absence of sound.

Besides, even in a soundproof room, the thoughts and the stories we make out of thoughts would still be swinging through the monkey mind.

That’s how it was for Meghiya, one of the Buddha’s attendants, who found the perfect pleasant and charming mango grove to meditate in, but when he finally sat down there he experienced sensual thoughts, malevolent thoughts, and cruel thoughts. The Buddha described the experience:

… trivial thoughts, subtle thoughts, mental jerkings that follow one along. Not understanding these mental thoughts, one runs back and forth with wandering mind.

That’s what minds do. The Buddha instructs us to note the arising of thought—Meghiya’s trivial thought, for example—being aware that it is present, noting what led to its arising, and even noting the absence of thought.

When I sit on my own cushion in morning meditation, allowing space in my mind as the day begins, I can find amazing clarity. However, some days it feels as though there’s no time and too much to do.

On the days when I succumb to those distractions, I often leave my job in Rockefeller Center, with my phone on a meditation app on vibrate, and I sit in a pew in St. Patrick’s Cathedral surrounded by believers and splendor. It’s a grand space in which to meditate and I am grateful and I leave a contribution.

When I walk out, I’m on Fifth Avenue, and I am barreling around the slow walkers and being busy being where I’m going and not where I am. And then I notice. And I have my practice to bring me home.

My first teacher, Vietnamese monk and teacher and peace activist Venerable Thich Nhat Hanh (Thay), taught me to walk and know that I am walking: “I have arrived. I am home in the here and in the now,” he said. There is contentment in landing in the present. But there is also the messiness.

One of the department stores that takes up a whole Fifth Avenue block is decked out to beguile and entice me. In one window, a fantasy presents a shoe that costs more than my rent, and it catches my attention, and I love it. I came to New York to see such things. I can find it beautiful without needing to own it, like a sunset or the lilac in a backyard where I don’t live anymore. The Second Noble Truth states that suffering has a cause. I don’t suffer when I can abandon my craving, when I am not wanting things to be different than they are. The Four Noble Truths teach the cause of suffering and the way out.

But.

When I open my awareness beyond my interior processes to the world that I am creating and sharing a space in, I see a sign. “Help me,” it asks. Those flagship stores also form a backdrop for people camped on the sidewalk on cardboard and plastic, alone or in couples, with pets and sometimes a child. And in that moment, I get to see once more that I am wanting things to be different than they are.

Throughout the Buddha’s teachings, Mara appears. He is the embodiment of greed and hatred and delusion. And when he shows up, the Buddha says, “I see you, Mara.” In that moment, I see Mara on Fifth Avenue. I see the way anger and sorrow and, yes, judgment, land and churn in my body. In that moment, I need to feel it. To tamp it down is to inhabit the even more dangerous place of denial and spiritual bypass. One of my sangha asked, where does the anger go if I let it go? Good question. I tell her, the causes and conditions for its arising are not outside of me, and when I no longer hold them, it goes back into the pool of anger, which is not mine.

After one session of yoga and meditation, a seventeen-year-old in a Brooklyn detention center told his teacher, “I never knew I wasn’t my anger.”

That comprehension—however fleeting—is the first step to the huge freedom of not making a familiar self out of the thoughts and feelings that land like silent sounds on the heart/mind (citta), which is the Buddha’s sixth sense.

And I have tools.

Generosity meets my aversion and judgment. One of my teachers asked a man who was living on the sidewalk in her neighborhood what he needed when he asked her to help him. He said he would like pancakes for breakfast, please. She went to the diner and brought him some back. I have never done that, but now that I know it is possible, perhaps I will someday.

Lovingkindness and compassion meet my aversion and my anger. Yes. I am angry at the inequality and I am also averse. I am inclined to weigh the worth of the need and to devalue these strangers, based on their tribes and their circumstances. It’s something I learned, and the social/economic order continues to teach and encourage. If I can recognize the causes and conditions for the perceptions and reactions, I can find compassion for them and for me. But to do that I must pause. No small thing. Because the anger is pushing me to a familiar place where I am powerless and deluded.

Discernment and wisdom meet my delusion. Thai Forest teacher Ajahn Chah pointed to a boulder and asked his monks, “Is it heavy?” They answered, “Yes, venerable sir.” He said, “Only if you pick it up.” The discernment is to know what I am obliged to take up. I remember my grandmother, the daughter of a man who was enslaved as a boy, asking me “What did you expect?” when I was yelling about some outrage that had happened in the nation. “Justice,” I shouted. And she just walked out of the room, shaking her head. The wisdom is to know that there can be a different response than yelling or futility to the suffering of injustice, inequality, and violence. And what those responses might be for an engaged Buddhist.

Still, in the City offers stories that illustrate how the skills we learn from the Buddha and other wise ones allow us to see what we are experiencing, and to stand under the suffering. Then, to respond and to incline toward kindness when we act. The skills are wisdom and compassion and we need them both. Thankfully, they go together.

The next stage beyond the moment-to-moment awareness is inquiring, taking action, and changing habit patterns—this is where we meet such related practices as the paramis, or perfections of the heart.

It’s no small thing. It took an ascetic called Sumedho, the being who would become Gautama Buddha, four incalculable periods and one hundred thousand eons to find freedom from greed, hatred, and delusion by developing these qualities during his past lifetimes that would take him to enlightenment. Those past lives are illustrated in Jataka tales, a body of literature recounting the prior lives of the Buddha when he was sometimes an animal—a goat, a frog, a deer. He was also often a merchant or other city dweller.

One tale is particularly apt. It is perhaps the one that started him on the path to find freedom. A being was in a hell realm carrying enormous bags of heavy rocks, with no opportunity for rest. He was surrounded by others also suffering, but isolated, alone in their suffering, not connected. The tale goes on, as suffering does, but at one instant he looked up and saw an old man with his bag of rocks and thought, “If I took his bag for a moment he could rest.” That moment was the instant when he turned toward freedom. The tale teaches his discovery of compassion and connection, and the dignity of being in this human life.

We are continuing the tradition of teaching through storytelling.

Dharma, Truth

The Satipatthana Sutta is the foundational text for the Vipassana Buddhist lineage we share. The Buddha’s instructions in the sutta would have the practitioner develop or establish mindfulness through contemplation in four areas (satipatthanas).

… one abides contemplating body (kaya), which includes mindfulness meditations on the breath, the four postures, activities throughout the day, parts of the body, the four elements, and death meditations;

… one abides contemplating feeling (vedana), which includes pleasant/unpleasant/neutral sensations;

… one abides contemplating heart/mind or consciousness (citta), which includes states of mind and emotion;

… one abides contemplating (dhammas), which include mental qualities and analyses of experience through the teachings on the hindrances, the aggregates, the sense-spheres, the awakening factors, the 4 Noble Truths.

And the sutta gives us the essential qualities for awareness.

… one abides … diligent, clearly knowing, and mindful …

Diligence and clear comprehension are essential to the task of being in cities. Mindfulness is taught today as a practice to alleviate stress and to manage pain—to know and to be with what is. The mindfulness practice we share has an intention to train for deeper understanding and change. The Buddha called such diligence the necessary strength for returning to the object of meditation, to mindfulness, with balance and continuity, through all of what are called the ten thousand joys and the ten thousand sorrows of the journey.

… one abides … free from desires and discontent (covetousness and grief) …

Clinging to desire is one translation for the term tanha. But tanha is also translated as thirst. And the aspiration for freedom from that attachment, from our dependency on desire and views, is at the core of the practice. Perhaps having an addiction offers a fortunate opportunity to have places where our thirst is obvious. There, we find that parts of ourselves can be reclaimed rather than dismissed; instead of being an obstacle to our journey, they are our journey and that is why they have showed up.

… one abides contemplating the nature of arising … of passing away … of both arising and passing away …

When time-traveling through the changes in our towns, can we accept the constant flux of conditions and mind states, knowing that which is impermanent is inherently unreliable and unsatisfying?

… one abides contemplating internally, … externally, or both internally and externally …

At its core, this teaching refers to our capacity to know what is going on with us (internally), in the world around us (externally), and impersonally, beyond self (both internally and externally).

And, Larry Yang, one of our core CDL teachers (see below), takes it further: “The ramifications to the larger community of external contemplation are enormous. In this later teaching is the social experience of individuals and communities. In it also lies the awareness not only of our own experience, but also the awareness of our impact on others and other communities, as well as awareness of the experiences of others.”

Sangha, Love

The Buddha gave our friend Meghiya five qualities that bring maturity of awareness to a monk. The first is admirable people as friends, companions, and colleagues. The authors of Still, in the City are a sangha in the broadest sense. We are a few of the graduates of the Fourth Community Dharma Leaders (CDL) training, created by James Baraz and sponsored by the Spirit Rock Meditation Center.

However, our CDL4 teaching team—Larry Yang, Thanissara, Gina Sharpe, and Eugene Cash—revamped the curriculum, the way the program was delivered and to whom. One result is that CDL4 consisted of 38 percent people of color, compared to an average of 6 percent POC within three previous iterations.

Our intention is to gain knowledge and to cultivate wisdom through study of Buddhist texts and through examination of experience itself. In addition, some of us have added the bowing and chanting of a devotional practice that we share with millions of Buddhists around the world and have taken the bodhisattva vow to benefit all beings.

Japanese poet Izumi Shikibu says: “Watching the moon at midnight, solitary, mid-sky, I knew myself completely, no part left out.” The moon is a symbol of awakening in Zen Buddhism. The poet is contemplating the moon and she is contemplating the fullness of herself. No part left out. Her poem challenges me to know that I can’t leave things outside the door in order to make my meditation space safe and in order to blend in. So, I can love the silence and also love practicing in community, which allows me to develop the capacity to be with suffering and to develop compassion, equanimity, and, yes, love.

There are two truths. There is a universal truth that we are all connected, there are no separate selves, and putting a name on things fractures the universe. There’s also the relative truth of how we live together. People live with the truth of gender, sexual orientation, race and culture, age, and with a disability, and those are the conditions of our experience and our communities. They are concepts and views, so, they get to be defined by the user, consciously or unconsciously.

The authors represent a particular commitment to reconnecting and listening to learn what those conditions and experiences mean. We are developing community-based sanghas and expanding access to the teachings for diverse communities.

The summer day we chose for a “Day of Mindfulness” in New York City happened to be the same day the Big Apple Barbecue Block Party fed over one hundred thousand in Madison Square Park, and a Hari Krishna parade danced its way down Fifth Avenue with chants and drums and cymbals thumping and ringing as soundtrack.

On the other side of the Avenue, thirty of us walked slowly together through the smoke and smells and sounds with the monks and nuns from Blue Cliff Monastery, Thich Nhat Hanh’s upstate New York refuge and practice center. Afterwards, one of Thay’s monks asked us how we “householders” hold our mindfulness practice in a crowded city.

We answered: “The crowd is made up of single people and we send love to each one of them; Sangha is essential; and today, it is easy to see that the fruits of our practice benefitted all beings.”

Those answers and the answers we share in Still, in the City speak to the deep settling that is possible.


BUDDHA, AWARENESS



TREES IN THE CITY

by Margo McLoughlin



Like all great teachers and poets, the Buddha knew the value of a good metaphor. He presented concepts like desire and restlessness, faith and generosity, by drawing comparisons to familiar sights and experiences in nature. In the Dhammapada, the fickle mind is compared to a fish on dry land, flapping this way and that, or to a bird alighting wherever it wants. Craving is a creeping vine, the result of which are sorrows, growing like wild grass. In the Saddha Sutta, a banyan tree serves as a metaphor for one who is consummate in faith:

Just as a large banyan tree, on level ground where four roads meet, is a haven for the birds all around, even so a lay person of conviction is a haven for many people: monks, nuns, male lay followers, and female lay followers.

The Buddha’s creative use of metaphor encourages us to sharpen our own perception and see the metaphorical potential in our everyday lives.

Look out from where you find yourself right now. Are any trees visible in your sight line? Let yourself take in their color and shape. Are you able to distinguish any particular features, like the texture of the bark, or the pattern of the leaves or needles? If they are close enough, perhaps there are sounds or even smells that give the tree more than just a visual presence in the landscape or cityscape. The sight (and smell and sound) of trees in an urban landscape has the potential not just to refresh the mind in the way that nature refreshes; it can also serve to link us with the Buddha’s teachings on practice.

In the discourse on the Four Foundations of Mindfulness, the Satipatthana Sutta, the Buddha gives very clear instructions on how to establish mindfulness: the practitioner or bhikkhu goes to a forest grove, to the root of a tree, or to an empty hut, and sits down cross-legged, with spine erect. Breathing in, they know they are breathing in. Breathing out, they know they are breathing out. Mindfulness is a training of the mind that begins with this knowing what is happening in the present moment, not just in the general sense of knowing what we are doing as we go about our day, but in a very specific way—knowing an inhalation, versus an exhalation, knowing a short breath versus a long breath. In order to develop continuity of mindfulness, a degree of seclusion from the distractions of life plays an important role. The forest grove offers that seclusion.

As inheritors of the Buddha’s teachings, students in the Western world have created wonderful retreat centers outside of the urban environment where the stillness and quiet of a forest grove offer nourishing conditions for establishing inner quiet and clear-seeing. In subtle ways, this sets up a dichotomy. We begin to view retreat in a secluded leafy environment as the only suitable condition for deepening our practice. But what if we applied the Buddha’s own skillful use of metaphor to our urban lives? What if we expanded our definition of the conditions laid out in the Satipatthana Sutta? Is it possible to develop continuity of mindfulness and deepen our practice right here in the city?

Let us begin with the forest grove. Truly, the forest is a balm to the spirit, offering a stark contrast to the cacophony of the urban world. In the forest, on a windy day, currents of air comb the branches of the conifers, rippling the leaves of the deciduous trees, weaving a symphony of sound, complete with crescendos, decrescendos, and the sudden appearance of birdsong or the distinct background melody of water moving over rocks. Subtle scents (think pine needles on a forest path, warmed by sunlight) embrace us and we naturally breathe more deeply in this richly oxygenated landscape.

But in the absence of a wild forest, or even a park with trees, our practice invites us to find the forest right here in the city. What if we could train the heart/mind to recognize our own potential in the moment of perceiving a tree? Ah, there is my forest grove. Let me begin again right now and re-establish mindfulness in my life. The formulation of this thought takes a certain amount of time and feels cumbersome at first, but with practice it may be possible to evoke the association in the very moment of seeing. Perception is followed by remembering. As the eyes take in the experience of a tree, a strong association is developed, one that will be unique to each of us as practitioners of the Buddha’s teachings. For some, there may be a recollection of previous experiences of practice in forested retreat environments, or there may be a strong image of the Buddha taking his seat under the Bodhi tree on the night of his awakening.

To wake up in the midst of city life requires knowing the conditions you are working with. Cities, by definition, are a glorious smorgasbord of competing distractions. Everywhere we turn, sights, sounds, and smells call to our senses. A lot of it is advertising, pure and simple. If we pay attention, we may notice how some images and sounds trigger an immediate feeling of desire, pulling us in one direction or another. That is the whole game of advertising—to set off a desire and nudge you towards fulfilling it. Images of a can of beer glistening with condensation, or even the image of a pristine mountain lake, are designed to make you want something you don’t have, propelling you into a possible future where that desire is satisfied (and a new one is born).

In a city, we can easily lose track of where we’re going and how we’re living this precious human birth. Yet there are ways of remembering. We can train our minds to recognize the trees in our urban environment as “advertising” for mindfulness, planted and cared for by city crews, not just to refresh the spirit, offering shade and beauty, but also to gently remind us of something we already have—the potential to be present in our lives, the potential to wake up.

The trees you happen upon as you go about your day, let them whisper to you the story of the Buddha on the night he took his seat under the Bodhi tree, making his resolve to awaken for the benefit of beings. The upright trunk of a tree evokes the image of the Buddha setting his spine erect. In Pali, the word is uju, with connotations of steadfastness. A tree’s very immovability inspires us to emulate the Buddha in his unshakability of mind, even as Mara, the personification of desire, challenged him with every sensual desire. The city is the realm of Mara, but within that realm we can keep our eyes open for another kind of appearance—the swaying or fluttering of green trees in city parks, large and small, and the lines of trees planted along the boulevard.

We can store up associations, deepen and expand the power of this living metaphor, so that any and every encounter with a tree waters the seed of our intention to practice wisdom and compassion. How? Through spending time in the company of these great beings we call trees, receiving their teachings, and calling to mind the Buddha’s instructions—go to a forest grove, to the root of a tree, establish mindfulness before you, through getting to know particular trees in your neighborhood, and even taking an active role in caring for them.

The City of New York now has a website dedicated to the trees of the urban forest, the Tree Map of New York. The purpose of the site is clearly to invite stewardship of the trees that line the streets of the city. Visitors can register, returning to the site to keep track of where their favorite trees are located. Tips for tree care, from watering and weeding, to adding mulch and learning how to prune, remind us that caring for the trees around us is a learnable skill. (Visit https://tree-map.nycgovparks.org.)

Another way to extend and explore this metaphor is to see trees as manifestations of the triple gem—the Buddha, the dhamma, and the sangha. In some Buddhist traditions, at the beginning of a day of practice, we chant the refuges and precepts, often in Pali:

Buddham saranam gacchami.
Dhammam saranam gacchami.
Sangham saranam gacchami.
I go to the Buddha for refuge.
I go to the Dhamma for refuge.
I go to the Sangha for refuge.

What does it mean to take refuge? A refuge is a place of shelter and protection, especially in a storm. By taking refuge in the Buddha, the dhamma, and the sangha, we acknowledge our vulnerability to the winds of fortune, to the truth of aging, illness, and death. We remember there is a safe harbor and this path of practice that sustains and nourishes us.

Tree as Buddha—I take refuge in trees as a reminder of my own potential

To take refuge in the Buddha is to take refuge in the historical figure, a prince of the Sakyan clan, who set out to understand what drives the round of birth and death. But it also invites a more personal meaning. The word “Buddha” means “one who is awake.” When we take refuge in the Buddha we are remembering our own potential to liberate the mind. Tree as Buddha suggests many possible connections. We can each build our own associations, layering our experience of trees into a sustaining metaphor.

Some years ago, I attended a conference on the role of storytelling in the work of truth-telling and reconciliation. The conference was held at the University of British Columbia in Vancouver, in a building on the edge of campus surrounded by mature cedar trees. The panel included speakers who had worked with Archbishop Desmond Tutu on the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa. As well, there were indigenous leaders from British Columbia who spoke about the traumatic legacy of the Indian residential school system, in which aboriginal children were forcibly removed from their families to attend boarding schools run by Christian churches. In the audience, there were a number of residential school survivors who voiced their despair at the ongoing impact of that experience on themselves, their families, and their communities. A professor from the University of Victoria’s school of Indigenous Governance acknowledged their pain and welcomed their stories, listening carefully and then encouraging them to seek solace and comfort in the cedar trees that stood nearby. If the hearings triggered strong emotions, she said, they could step outside and stand in the presence of the trees, touching the bark, stroking the cedar fronds, taking in the scent of cedar boughs, and moving beyond a story of personal suffering to a reminder of shared heritage and meaning rooted in the natural world.

Tree as Dhamma—I take refuge in the wisdom of trees

Taking refuge in trees as manifestations of the Buddha is taking refuge in their sheltering generosity, while taking refuge in trees as dhamma is remembering the wisdom teachings that trees impart to us all year long, perhaps especially teachings on anicca, impermanence. Is there a tree in your life that you observe through the changing seasons? Where I live in Victoria, the shaggy chestnut trees that line many city streets are forever drawing my attention: in spring their leaves open up like green parasols; next come their towering candelabra blossoms; and in autumn, they drop such surprising treasures, spiky green husks splitting open to reveal the glossy nuts inside. One of these great chestnuts, whose massive trunk showed the movement of its yearly growth, twisting and turning towards the light, was there one day, providing shade at a local café, and the next only a stump remained. It had been cut down by city crews and carried away, because of rot and the danger of falling limbs. Like us, trees have a lifespan. They remind us that change is also a narrative of death and transformation.

_______________

In a small art gallery on Vancouver Island, more than seventy people have crowded in to watch a dance performance. In their choreographed movements, the six dancers tell the story of the great trees that fall in the forest, returning over the decades to the earth, providing nourishment to countless other beings. Renée Poisson, the sculptor and videographer whose work is at the center of the exhibit, had decided to inquire into the act of falling as a way to explore her own aging and to prepare for that transformation. At intervals, over the course of several years, she set up a camera and filmed herself falling onto the soft, heathery slopes of a nearby mountain. She went into the forest and observed the fallen maple, cedar, hemlock, and fir, out of whose rotting trunks other trees were already growing. She chose several long limbs of local wood and wood from other continents and carved immense staffs, sanding and polishing the surface to a soft smoothness, inviting visitors to stroke and lift the wood. I watched a group of children crowd around as Renée explained her process, and then begin lifting and gently rearranging the staffs on the floor of the main gallery, while others went into a nearby room to film themselves falling on mats.

Tree as Sangha—honoring the reciprocal relationship we have with trees

Last, when we take refuge in trees as part of our community, our sangha, we enlarge our understanding of what sangha means to us. Traditionally, sangha referred to the community of ordained monks and nuns. Now, it more often refers to our local community of dharma practitioners or to all those who are engaged in the work of awakening. To see the trees as part of our sangha means letting go of distinctions that separate living beings into categories. It is a way of honoring the reciprocal relationship we have with trees. Breathing in, I am grateful to the trees that clean the air and provide life-giving oxygen. Breathing out, I undertake to honor the trees in my life and the trees on this planet.
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