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Praise for THE BUDDHA’S APPRENTICES


“Always INSIGHTFUL, sometimes sweet, and OCCASIONALLY STARTLING, these simply-told tales of being young and Buddhist, whether in a fundamentalist Christian, secular, traditionally Asian, or hip, Sixties-style family, are timely reminders that the Dharma continues to thrive. Loundon here provides the reader with A RICH TRANS-GENERATIONAL LOOK AT BUDDHISM and youth. This is an engaging book that ought to be of interest to general readers, practitioners, and scholars with an interest in American Buddhism.”
RICHARD HUGHES SEAGER, author of Buddhism in America


“WELL-WRITTEN AND FASCINATING. It is inspiring to see how young people put the dharma into practice in all aspects of their lives.”
MARTINE BATCHELOR, author of Meditation for Life


“THE DHARMA COMES TO LIFE IN THESE STORIES. It is truly wonderful to read how young people come to discover the Buddha Way in, through, and around their daily lives. Not only are they interesting, but these stories resonate with our own.”
MASTER SHENG YEN, author of Illuminating Silence and There is No Suffering


“There’s something PROFOUND AND BEAUTIFUL in every chapter.”
FRANZ METCALF, author of Buddha in Your Backpack




More Praise


“Forget Chicken Soup for the ‘Whatever’ Soul, this book is a four-course meal of spiritual food. CRISP, CLEAR, HONEST WRITING reveals how these young adults (and a few elders) are living the teachings in our modern world — in high schools, colleges, and monasteries, through relating with parents, teachers, and friends. If you are in the high school or college-age population and are looking to live your life with deeper wisdom, THIS BOOK IS FOR YOU.”
SOREN GORDHAMER, author of Just Say Om!


“Sumi Loundon broadens the perspective of dharma practitioners in the west, diversifies the voices, and shines light upon the important issues of age, race, and tradition. Reading this book is like having conversations with and hearing the stories of your friends, children, teachers and peers. A GREAT INTRODUCTION FOR NEWCOMERS to Buddhism and an INSPIRATION to practitioners from all schools of Buddhadharma.”
NOAH LEVINE, author of Dharma Punx and Against the Stream


“It is my prayer that many young people will be inspired to live out their valuable existences with wisdom, courage and compassion through the personal stories told in this book.”
DAISAKU IKEDA, President, Soka Gakkai International
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BUDDHISM / POPULAR CULTURE


Take a look around: “Zen” is used to sell cereal, karma is the driving theme of a sitcom, and blockbuster action-heroes can sound like meditation masters. From television to movies, poetry to fiction, hip-hop and pop to perfume and yogurt, there’s no escaping it: Buddhism is a part of our culture.


AND MORE AND MORE YOUNG PEOPLE ARE EXPLORING IT FOR REAL.


Sumi Loundon’s first look at youthful encounters with Buddhism, Blue Jean Buddha, was hailed by the New York Review of Books as “a bellwether anthology.” Here, Loundon goes even deeper into this new territory, exploring both the unique and universal challenges faced by young people on the spiritual path — from issues of identity to mental health and intimate relationships. The Buddha’s Apprentices offers the voices of many teenagers and young adults of diverse ethnic heritage, as well as fascinating accounts from established Buddhist teachers — including Lama Surya Das, Thich Nhat Hanh, and Bhante G. — looking back at their own youthful experiences on the path. Loundon concludes with her own penetrating and forward-looking analysis of the next generation of Buddhist seekers.


“I’d cut class to read this book!”


Matthew Bortolin, author of The Dharma of Star Wars


“A stellar follow-up to Blue Jean Buddha.”


Noah Levine, author of Dharma Punx and Against the Stream


“Awesome in the beginning, awesome in the middle, and awesome in the end. Whether you are new to Buddhism or have read an assortment of books on the subject, The Buddha’s Apprentices has something for you.”


Soren Gordhamer, author of Just Say Om!


“It is a pleasure to listen to these voices. They point to the future of the Buddhadharma in the West.”


Jack Kornfield, author of A Path with Heart


“Beyond mere sociological studies of young Western Buddhism, these riveting stories are timeless classics. You won’t be able to put The Buddha’s Apprentices down.”


Judith Simmer-Brown, author of Dakini’s Warm Breath


SUMI LOUNDON is the assistant director of the Barre Center of Buddhist Studies, in Barre, Massachusetts.
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FOREWORD





BY SHARON SALZBERG


This is a book about beginnings — the spiritual beginnings of teenagers, of adults now in their twenties and thirties, and of some well-known Buddhists who look back over the decades to their early years of Buddhist practice. There is a moment, for all of us, when the threads of our conditioning and interactions and experiences and influences come together in a certain way, and our spiritual journey is launched. The suffering we have gone through, the inspiration we have been lifted by, the doors we have seen opening before us embolden us to leave the convenient and familiar, and venture forth.


My own journey began, as it does for so many others, in college. At a young age, I lost both my parents, and was raised by a succession of family members. I spent most of my time hiding my feelings, or distorting them, so that no one would really know how sad I was. When I was sixteen, I enrolled at the State University of New York at Buffalo. When I heard about an Asian philosophy course on Buddhism, I signed up, and discovered that the only time I really came alive was for an hour and a half on Tuesdays and Thursdays during that class. As time went on, and I learned more about the Buddha’s teaching, I found myself beginning to wonder if I too might one day be truly happy. Maybe there was a path to freedom from suffering after all.


When I learned about a junior-year-abroad program, I felt ready to leave everything in order to travel to India, a place about which I knew nothing, in the hopes that I might learn to meditate. The discovery of the practical tools of meditation and the liberating path of Buddhism proved to be a compelling life direction from which I have never turned away.


Over the last thirty years, I have met other like-minded practitioners along the way who are beginning a spiritual path. Their friendship, encouragement, and advice have made all the difference in my own search. Reading the essays in this book is like an encounter with spiritual friends — friends whose support and shared stories affirm our own experience, opening us to the uniqueness of our own path.


I first met Sumi Loundon when she was sixteen, at a time when few young adults came through the doors of the meditation center where I teach in Barre, Massachusetts. Today, a noticeable proportion of those attending retreats and working on staff at the Insight Meditation Society is under forty, reflecting a new generational wave in American Dharma centers overall. The sincerity and energy of these young seekers is refreshing. Likewise, this timely anthology is full of the eagerness and curiosity with which we begin our spiritual journey. Sumi has gathered wonderful reflections here, which range from the tentative first steps of teens laying down their first thoughts on paper to the thoughtfulness of the distinguished teachers who lend their voices to this collection.


I have delighted in the playfulness and power of these diverse stories, and hope this book serves as a special companion in your own path to awakening.




EDITOR’S PREFACE





Seven years ago, while cooking and cleaning as a volunteer at a small New England meditation center, it dawned on me that I was surrounded by people of my parents’ generation. Our conversations revolved around reminiscences of the ’60s, children leaving for college, and retirement plans. Where were all the people my age, the twenty-somethings? I certainly wasn’t encountering them here — so I went looking for them. I set out on an email and telephone journey leading to the discovery that, happily, Buddhism would not pass away with the baby-boomer generation. I met hundreds of young adults who were not, as I imagined they might be, superficial in their exploration of the Buddhist tradition. Rather, their energy for transforming their lives and the world’s communities was sincere, fresh, and unbounded.


I was struck that most of these young spiritual seekers felt as alone and isolated in their Dharma path as I had. If they were fortunate enough to live close to a meditation center or temple, they, like me, were often the youngest by decades. Yet most weren’t even that fortunate. The majority lived in families and communities that had little connection to traditions other than Christianity. Young adults had to figure out for themselves what they were spiritually hungry for and find what they needed. We found that being in conversation with even one person, each other, opened up a rich world of peer learning. Simply to be affirmed in our questions was encouraging.


We discovered that we all struggle with the issue of our own identity. Identity issues around personality, profession, and lifestyle typify the young adult years. But these young people are also wrestling with stepping into a spiritual world that, while not exactly counterculture, is not mainstream either. For many, there are few ways of exploring and forming their religious identity outside their own personal study. Looking back on it, I realize that one of my own motivations for reaching out to other young seekers was that I also was wrestling to find who I was and who I wanted to become. Getting to know my generation has helped me discover a sense of identity in the context of the larger Buddhist community.


Seeing that we had loneliness and the search for identity in common, I realized we needed to form a support community for ourselves. If sharing stories had done so much for me, then why not offer these stories to other young adults, too? Giving expression to these explorations in Buddhism gave rise to an anthology, Blue Jean Buddha: Voices of Young Buddhists, in 2001. Through their own personal stories, young Buddhists reflected on how Dharma teachings addressed depression, drugs, relationships, living in the city, and technology. Some wrote about spiritual practices, such as sitting a meditation retreat, praying with Tibetans in India, calling on Amida Buddha, and being assisted out of danger by the active compassion of the bodhisattva Tara. Others explored their unfolding path as social activists, hospice workers, athletes, and monastics.


As Blue Jean Buddha brought me into contact with greater numbers of young Buddhists both here in America and in other parts of the world, it became clear that there were many other rich, wonderful stories to be shared. Most especially, and perhaps because I was still getting a basic orientation for myself as an early twenty-something, I had overlooked the stories of teenagers. A few teenagers emailed with some variant of, “I liked your book, but what about us?” I had assumed teenagers would have little to say, with necessarily just a few years of the spiritual journey behind them. Yet, as I began truly engaging teen-aged Buddhists, it became clear that they have an interest in and ability to thoughtfully explore a spiritual path.


I also received letters from older Buddhists. The essays by young Buddhists stimulated some to reflect on their own early years. I found these retrospectives compelling because in many respects they mirrored the stories from my generation. It was affirming to hear that those older adults had gone through the confusion and questioning I was experiencing. Taken together, their stories provided the perspective that what I and other young adults were going through were not permanent states of uncertainty, as many of us feared, but necessary stages in the unfolding of a life. What a relief! And so the third section of this book comprises the stories of longtime Buddhists looking back on their early years.


As I have gotten to know more young Buddhists over these past few years, one of the most frequently raised topics of discussion has been about relationships. Actually, make that the most frequently discussed topic. While Blue Jean Buddha had a few stories about boyfriends, girlfriends, parents, and teachers, it became clear that young people wanted to hear more. The young adult years are marked by tectonic shifts in our relationships, as we leave our parents, search for partners, consider commitment and perhaps marriage, leave home towns and find new communities through college, workplaces, and temples. Those who are taking up a Buddhist path naturally think about how Dharma teachings guide us in changing old relationships and forming new ones with skill, wisdom, and compassion. For that reason, this book devotes half a section to exploring the interface between relationships and the Dharma life.


The second half of the section from those in their twenties and thirties addresses the dimensions of Buddhist practice. The essays are not in any way meant to be a “how to” of Dharma practice, but rather, these are a portrayal of what actually happens in a young person’s spiritual life, the kinds of questions we encounter, and how we tackle problems. The contributors explore the path of practice, how it twists and turns, takes us into unknown territory, and challenges our expectations.


These first three sections are arranged by age group, beginning with essays by teenagers, followed by stories from those in their twenties and thirties on practice and relationships, and concluding with the reflections of longtime Buddhists on their youth. Through this arrangement, I hope to provide a rough sketch of how the spiritual life matures and the Buddhist path ripens. One point of this arrangement is to reassure younger readers that everything they’re going through builds on itself and is necessary and useful.


I have wondered whether some readers might be compelled to compare themselves against the stories. Perhaps it is helpful to recognize that most of the contributors in this anthology, while young, are not beginners and have been invested in Buddhist practice for a number of years. In some ways, these writers do not represent those young people who are presently beginning to explore Buddhism (although most describe how they got started on their path). At the same time, the essays represent some of the major issues that we all think about growing up and finding our spirituality. I hope readers will simply start from where they are, take what’s useful, and leave the rest without comparing.


With each piece, the given age is the age at the time of writing. Because of the necessarily long process of bringing a book into being, many of the contributors’ biographies, and dispositions towards Buddhism, have changed. For this reason, the writings here can be understood as a snapshot of each contributor’s views at that particular period in his or her life.


In the fourth and final section I step back from the world of young Buddhists to look at larger issues. Reflecting on my own experiences as a young Buddhist, and drawing from the thoughts of many others, I would like to address how we can better support young people in Buddhism. Organizers in Buddhist communities have recently begun to think about actively engaging young people. What is needed to help the next generation develop? What can young Buddhists themselves do to encourage each other? How might longtime Buddhists play a role?


This book begins to fill what I see is a gap in today’s Dharma literature. We have shelves of wonderful books on Buddhism, meditation, and philosophy but we have little on the actual practices and beliefs of contemporary Buddhists. For some, this is a powerful way of learning. It is also an especially important way for young people, who are naturally inclined to learn through mutual exploration with peers. Many young people are not able to connect with local Dharma communities in person: they might be in an area without a group, such as a rural, Midwestern town; they may not be able to drive or have access to a car; they might not have parental support; or they might feel shy about entering a group on their own. A book like this can, I hope, provide a literary sangha, a community of peers through which one can further understand oneself.


Someone told me recently that a current fad on some college campuses is “slacklining.” “What’s that?” I asked, imagining it as a combination of, somehow, being a slacker and mainlining. “It’s like tightrope walking, except the line is slack. It develops concentration and feels like meditation,” my friend explained. I immediately thought, “I should have had an essay on slacklining in this anthology. I wonder if I’m missing any other trends.” This moment pointed to the impossibility of capturing every demographic and sentiment of the young Buddhist experience in one, two, or even ten anthologies. Blue Jean Buddha in some way laid out the breadth of young peoples’ experiences. This book is intended to go into greater depth about how we young people think about our Buddhist life.


Sumi Loundon
Barre, Massachusetts
Summer 2005
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SECTION I





Teens




“I Try”


HILARY MILLER


My parents walked slowly through the art gallery, studying each piece, even the ones that didn’t seem to have much to offer, with care. I trailed sullenly after them. An artist myself, I usually enjoyed looking at paintings and sculptures, but there was nothing here that even remotely spoke to me.


“Now can we go?” I begged my parents, sounding more adolescent than I would like to admit.


“Be patient,” my mom said.


My dad was more direct. “You know, in a situation like this, you should just walk and breathe.” He put his hand firmly under my chin and turned my head so that I was looking up at him. “This is true meditation,” he continued. I angrily jerked my head away. I hated it when my dad told me things about practice, as if he knew more about it than I did. I snarled back, “And do you practice mindfulness all the time?”


“I try.”


His response was simple and honest. I was still angry, but I felt quieter. As I became calmer, the moment left me with a revelation about my father. Suddenly, his advice about meditating no longer felt threatening.


Hilary Miller, 14, practices Chan Buddhism and enjoys working with horses.





My dad was my door to Buddhism — and a mirror of myself as well. I was twelve when he opened the door, though it took me a while to walk through.


We were driving home in his new Miata, still full of that newcar smell. His newly bought books were stacked on my lap. “What are they about?” I asked, for lack of anything better to say.


“Zen,” he said.


“Oh . . . what’s Zen?”


“It’s a form of Buddhism, a very pure form. It was created in an attempt to go back to the original teachings of the Buddha.”


I looked with more interest at the glossy covers of the books.


To me, Buddhism was what I had learned about in my religions survey class: all life is suffering so go sit on a mountain and meditate on ants. About two months later, I examined our bookshelves and found a row of about twelve books on Zen. A month after that, I actually opened one. It was radically different from what I thought Buddhism was. Many of the teachings just felt right. Still, I wasn’t comfortable with the bleak style of Zen my dad favored. It seemed like a stark practice, with Zen masters who, rather than speaking, gave their students a good whack or chopped a cat in two. Thus, I shied away from Charlotte Joko Beck’s spare writing on bare awareness and moved toward Thich Nhat Hanh’s emphasis on peace and love. It was after I read Touching Peace that I really felt drawn to practice.


After eight months, I had an altar in my room, was meditating regularly, and I wore a mala, a Buddhist rosary, on my wrist. My parents and I never talked about it, but they must have heard my bell-ringing in the mornings and my chanting. An unvoiced acknowledgment hung in the air between us, and I was comfortable with that. I almost felt that, were I or anyone else to make a fuss about my Buddhist practice, it would become somehow less real.


But another thing went unvoiced: a silent conflict between my dad and me. I’m not sure if he was aware of this conflict, but there were times when I burned with anger. He would order me, “Go meditate,” and inwardly I would explode with fury. In fact, I probably should have gone and meditated at those times, like he told me, but I didn’t hear the message. My pesky ego wouldn’t be quiet long enough for me to think about it. All I knew was that he was imposing on what was mine. How dare he presume to tell me what to do in my spiritual life? I was practicing what he had only read about!


One time, I snapped at him, “You read all these books on Buddhism, but you never actually apply them to your life!” He looked at me and said, “You think they haven’t affected the way I think? The way I act?” I was startled into silence. I pushed the incident into the back of my mind, but it lingered there until finally, in the art gallery, it evolved into a realization about my father.


The words “I try” made me realize that my dad wasn’t just reading about Buddhism. It helped me to understand that he was a Buddhist in practice, too, just in a different way than I was. He never called himself Buddhist, and I don’t think he even thought of himself as one. But I’m sure that there were elements of the Buddha’s teachings that he grasped much more fully than I did.


After that moment in the gallery, I also realized I was becoming lost in the rituals, in all the pretty colors of Buddhism. My dad brought me back to simple practice, back to the everyday. Sitting on the cushion in my room, I worked past my anger and it became clear to me that he was giving me a gift. I tried to practice mindfulness, but often I forgot. Why should I resent his reminding me? In this way, he was my mirror.


The day following the incident in the gallery, we were walking and I asked him, “Have you ever considered meditating? You have the time, now that you aren’t working.”


He was silent a few moments. Finally, he said, “I’ve thought about it. But I still don’t know whether I can make that commitment.”


The path I walk is very much my own. Yet in that moment, it seemed to me that with our very different angles on Buddhism, my father and I had something to offer each other. In a strange and wonderful way, we keep each other in balance.




“Yes, I’m a Buddhist”


ANNE SKUZA


“What happened that day may have been the result of karma… ” blared a television documentary in my grandma’s upper-middle-class living room in Gdansk, a Polish port city on the Baltic Sea. My grandmother turned down the program and asked loudly, “Karma. Now that’s a Buddhist word, isn’t it?”


“Um, yes, I believe it is,” I said.


“I’ve heard that you’ve become interested in Buddhism.”


“Well, yes, you could say that.”


“Hmph, never had much respect for that Buddha fellow. Always thought of him a disgusting, slothful pasha.”


“What makes you say that, grandma?”


“Wasn’t he a prince and all, never doing any work, having figures of himself made of gold?”


“Well, he was a prince at first, but then renounced that, choosing first the ascetic path and then the Middle Way.”


“Hmph, maybe so. Now don’t you go mixing with those foreign fanatics! Changing one’s religion never brought anybody any happiness. It’s unnatural.”


Anne Skuza, 13, was drawn to Buddhism after studying it in a world religions class in school.


And with that closing remark from my grandmother I gave up any hope of visiting the local Tibetan Buddhist temple during my summer vacation in Gdansk.


My quest for enlightenment began nearly two years ago when I stumbled onto Dinty W. Moore’s The Accidental Buddhist at the public library, while looking for an appealing religious philosophy to replace the one I was raised in. The religion of many Poles, including my family, is Catholic, with a healthy smattering of ancient pagan superstitions. For many, including me, one is Christian solely because one’s parents and grandparents were Catholic, and not because of any personal conviction. I, a searching eleven-year-old, set out to break that mold by finding a religion I could truly believe in. I scoured the library but was disappointed to initially find nothing that spoke to me, except The Accidental Buddhist. I finished the book in one night of rapid page-turning and was instantly hooked. Once I checked out and read nearly every Buddhist book in the library: I read Sogyal Rinpoche’s The Tibetan Book of Living and Dying and Lama Surya Das’ Awakening the Buddha Within so intensively that the books were soon so worn they were almost unreturnable.


I turned to the Internet. In addition to finding down-to-earth advice and practical teachings, I was able to communicate with a Buddhist community greater than the virtually nonexistent one in my town. It comforted me to know that I wasn’t the only one searching for my purpose in life.


As you can imagine, my parents’ reactions to my explorations where similar to my grandmother’s. Initially they rationalized my new-found faith as just a passing phase, but as the months rolled by and I showed no intention of growing tired of Buddhism, they began to genuinely worry. Many Europeans and Americans imagine Buddhism as a relic of the psychedelic, drug-crazed ’60s and ’70s or look upon it as intensely foreign. My parents were afraid that I would shave my head, start taking drugs, or become a vegan. They were afraid that I would become the family weirdo, bringing nothing but embarrassment to the family name. But after a few difficult discussions, my parents finally recognized that no harm was coming to me and began to tolerate my beliefs.


Buddhism has played a positive role in my life so far. I’m less stressed, happier, and more content with myself. I’m better able to deal with my emotions. I’m not implying, though, that my life as a Buddhist has been all sunshine! Last winter, after reading a book on the transience of life, I felt as if my existing had no real point. I felt and spoke like a madwoman. Then I realized that since I worked so hard in my past lives to get a human reincarnation, I shouldn’t spend time negatively dwelling on it and wasting it; I should celebrate it. When I look back at that incident now, I realize that I went a bit too fast, especially without the guidance of an experienced Buddhist teacher, and that I was misconstruing the teachings on emptiness.


While I’ve been on the Buddhist path I’ve had my ups and downs — periods when I felt intensely Buddhist, and periods when I’ve felt detached from all religions in general. I’ve weathered those, however, and now feel at ease replying to those who ask, “Yes, I’m a Buddhist.” … Well, perhaps not to my grandmother. With her, I’ve learned to be less direct, so I have strategically “lost” a copy of Awakening the Buddhist Heart in her house. Not long ago, I caught a glimpse of her actually looking through it, perhaps reading about that pasha, the Buddha.




The Fuss Over Suffering


J. MARION


At first, I did not understand why Buddhism made such a big fuss over suffering. I was growing up in a comfortable, middle-class family and hadn’t personally experienced very much that I would identify as suffering. But the Buddha’s first noble truth became real to me my senior year of high school.


I had a full academic schedule and enough extracurricular activities to keep me busy well into the next decade. I was also beginning the daunting task of searching for the perfect college and the financial aid to get me there. In the midst of all this, I managed to find spare moments, usually before collapsing into bed, to practice some breathing meditation or say a few quick Kuan Yin mantras. My schedule was full, but I was content.


In late fall, I noticed that a good friend of mine was suddenly changing her appearance and attitude — she looked more and more distressed. Usually Caitlin* knew how to put on a good show, acting so cool and confident that I never would have guessed that a problem had been building for months. I asked her about what was going on. She confessed that she was depressed and having thoughts of suicide. She said not to worry because her parents were taking care of her. Caitlin begged me not to say a word to anyone because she didn’t want others to spread rumors or think badly of her. I agreed, reluctantly. After all, I reasoned, she was just coming off a medication that affected her hormones and, if her family was taking care of her, what choice did I have but to honor her request?


J. Marion, 19, a practitioner of the Pure Land tradition, is a student at the University of South Florida, majoring in religious studies.


While Caitlin was struggling, my own home life was getting bad. My parents were going through a less-than-amicable divorce and things were tense. I tried to find a middle ground so that I could be loyal to both sides, but inevitably, things did not always work out that way. With Caitlin’s troubles and my parents’ divorce, I tried to manage by sincerely applying what I knew about the Dharma to both situations. I worked at keeping my bodhisattva vows and engaged in meditation daily. I became frustrated, however, because I didn’t feel as though I was making any progress. The idea of giving up the path crossed my mind more than once.


By early winter, Caitlin had become much worse, no matter how hard I tried to help her. She seemed determined to self-destruct. One evening, we were talking on the phone and she was distraught and angry at the world. In the background, I could hear her mother pleading to talk with her. Caitlin got angrier and angrier. Suddenly, at the peak of her anger and distress, while her mom had stepped out of the room to get her father, Caitlin threatened over the phone to kill herself. I pleaded with her continuously to reconsider, trying to buy time until her mother could come back to rescue her. (Earlier in the fall, Caitlin had tried to end her life but failed, so I believed it was crucial for me to stay on the phone to calm her down.) Suddenly I heard her cry out and there was a struggle. Her mom had reentered the room and saw immediately what was going on. She wrestled a razor away from Caitlin’s hands.


My heart ached for her but there was not much more I could do. Hanging up the phone, I lit a candle before my tiny image of Kuan Yin, Bodhisattva of Compassion, and prayed that everything would work out for the best. My daily prayers having steadily declined over the fall, it was now rare for me to even face the little altar in my bedroom, let alone utter a bodhisattva’s name. I think my prayer worked, though, as a few days later Caitlin was hospitalized and could finally receive the care she needed.


With Caitlin safe, I was able to refocus on my home life. My relationship with my family was in need of help. By early spring I lost count of the number of arguments and disagreements. I was very frustrated with the entire situation and felt like there was nothing I could do. I also didn’t care very much at this point about my spiritual life. I felt cut off from it and filled the empty feeling with tons of activities. I spent hours everyday after school in meetings for clubs and rehearsals for the drama society. I would go from there to dance class and return home late at night. Just before bed, I would do several hours of homework.


By mid-spring of my senior year, I was feeling so overwhelmed that I became aware of my real suffering. One afternoon, feeling especially miserable, I remembered the teaching about the six realms of existence. I began to understand why those on the lower paths don’t care to learn or practice the teachings — like me, they are too exhausted! I also began to grasp how profound the bodhisattva vows were. That short prayer I said to Kuan Yin many months before was more significant than I understood at the time. It expressed a pure aspiration from my heart for healing and happiness for someone other than me.
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