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MORE PRAISE FOR
 Awakening Together


“A timely and essential offering, generous and brilliant. Larry Yang is acknowledged as a pioneer in insisting on the diversity and anti-racism work needed in many contemporary spiritual communities. What a gift this book is!”


— GINA SHARPE, cofounder of New York Insight Meditation Center


“Filled with love. As a seasoned and well-loved Dharma teacher, Larry Yang’s long-awaited gift satisfies the soul that yearns to be seen.”


— ZENJU EARTHLYN MANUEL, PhD, Zen Buddhist priest and author of The Way of Tenderness


“Like no other that I have encountered, Awakening Together offers a profound teaching of how to be inclusive and how to practice faith in community. This book is a real treasure, and a map to great awakenings in our worldwide sangha.”


— MYOKEI CAINE-BARRETT, Shonin, resident priest of Myoken Temple in Houston


“In Awakening Together, Buddhist teacher and diversity/inclusivity activist Larry Yang invites us to extend our practice on the cushion into a collective practice of understanding and compassion. Inspiring, compelling and deeply wise, Awakening Together is essential reading as we seek to heal our own hearts, our communities, and our world.”


— TARA BRACH, author of Radical Acceptance


“Larry Yang’s voice, heart, and insight in Awakening Together can be both trusted and radically illuminating. We do indeed need each other for any of us to awaken to our true nature as human beings. Mindfulness practice has to be about inclusivity and diversity and justice if it is to be kind and compassionate and wise. If we truly ‘inter-are’ as Thich Nhat Hanh asserts, then, as this book shows, we have to widen our scope of what is worthy of our attention. Parts of this book may make some people in the greater mindfulness community uncomfortable. It certainly was true in my case. That is precisely why it is particularly valuable to read and reflect upon and learn from. We need trusted others to show us our blind spots, our tacit assumptions, and our ignorance. I highly recommend this elegant, highly personal, and hopefully profoundly influential book.”


— JON KABAT-ZINN, author of Full Catastrophe Living


“A much-needed call to revolution for the Western Buddhist communities. Larry has clearly and wisely pointed out the path we must travel to overthrow the systems of oppression and separation that plague our society and are mirrored in the sangha. Read this book and change!”


— NOAH LEVINE, author of Against the Stream


“Essential reading for anyone interested in building and sustaining a diverse, inclusive, empowered, wise, and compassionate community”


— KITTISARO AND THANISSARA, authors of Listening to the Heart
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“THIS BOOK IS A GAME-CHANGER.”


— DIANA WINSTON Director, UCLA’s Mindful Awareness Research Center


“Awakening Together is so wise, thoughtful, dedicated to our healthful growth, ease, and enlightenment through the Dharma that I know I will be reading it for years to come. I don’t see how this book could be better. Larry Yang seems to have thought of everything we will need as we venture bravely forward — through racism, prejudice, ignorance, and poor home training — into the free spiritual beings we were meant to be. Together.”


— ALICE WALKER, author of The Color Purple


“Combines the intimately personal, the Buddhist, and the universal into a loving, courageous, important work that will benefit all. A brilliant guidebook for anyone who longs to collaboratively create a just and inclusive community.”


— JACK KORNFIELD, author of A Path with Heart


“For the first time, a Dharma book that is a roadmap showing collective pathways out of social suffering, embracing the pain of oppression and inequity as integral to the ground of compassion and spiritual practice.”


— MUSHIM PATRICIA IKEDA, Buddhist teacher, author, and activist


“A must-read for anyone interested in understanding the integrities of belonging.”


— RUTH KING, author of Mindful of Race


“A marvelous book, unstoppable in its promise. The integrity and timeliness of Larry Yang’s teaching has the power of an incoming tide.”


— JOANNA MACY, author of Coming Back to Life


Larry Yang has done diversity and anti-racism consultation work both inside and outside of Dharma communities for over twenty years. He is one of the core teachers and leaders of the East Bay Meditation Center and one of the coordinating teachers of the Spirit Rock Teacher Training program. He lives in San Francisco, California.
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Foreword


BY JAN WILLIS


All men [sic] are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly. I can never be what I ought to be until you are what you ought to be, and you can never be what you ought to be until I am what I ought to be.  — REVEREND DR. MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.


THE REVEREND DR. MARTIN LUTHER KING JR. recognized — as did the Buddha before him — the fact of our shared interdependent reality and the interrelated nature of all of reality itself. We do not exist in isolation — and neither does our enlightenment. Our personal liberation is tied up with our collective liberation; we cannot be fully liberated alone. This truth is the chief theme of this powerful and poetic book by Larry Yang — mindfulness practitioner and teacher, deep inclusivity activist, and diversity change-agent. It is a book about community building as spiritual practice, a book we need now more than ever.


This profound insight about our interdependence would seem, on the one hand, to be undeniable — yet for many, even those in Buddhist Dharma communities, it remains unrealized. This fact gives rise to two questions: First, how do we make visible the invisible systems of privilege that prevent realizations of interdependence, even as those systems are denied or held unconsciously? And second, how do we move through those systems, together, toward our mutual liberation?


You have in your hands a book that can undoubtedly help us do both of those things. Awakening Together is written by a wise and kindhearted man who wants Buddhism to be more widely accessible to people of color and other marginalized groups. It is part personal reflection, part guidebook, part manifesto, and part rich analysis of what ails our country and our Dharma communities. Ultimately, Awakening Together is a treasure-trove of insight and hands-on advice, gleaned from years of experience and offered with clarity, gentleness, and — most of all — love. It takes seriously the notion that, in Larry’s words, the “Dharma is about being aware of the needs of all communities, not just our own.” Larry explores here how we might all achieve our fullest potential, together — in relationship with one another — and he offers practical advice on how to make our awakening together a real possibility.


I have known Larry for many years. I have listened to and watched him teach in multicultural environments with sensitivity and with magnanimity. I have seen him handle potential crises with skillfulness, wisdom, and bodhisattvic aplomb. In short, I have witnessed him actually practice deep inclusivity. And Larry has experienced Buddhist sangha — even the ordained community (during his time as a monk in Thailand) — deeply, with all its saving graces.


Pragmatist that he was, the Buddha knew and described for us the type of community and organizational structure that would best suit the living of and promulgation of his teachings. One of his earliest activities was to establish the Buddhist sangha, or community. Strikingly radical amid the structures of his day, the community that the Buddha founded included a diversity of beings, accepting people from all castes — and accepting women. More than 2,500 years ago, the Buddha saw that the ideal community was one of diversity and deep inclusivity. Were this not so, he would not have established his sangha in this way. This fact reveals, as Larry tells us, that the Buddha “was inviting us to explore, as deeply as meditation itself, what it means to awaken together in community. He was inviting us to explore community itself as a practice of meditation or cultivation.”


In the West, there are very few traditional Buddhist monasteries. Rather, here the containers for communal/community Buddhist practice are Buddhist centers or Dharma communities (this is especially so for us so-called convert Buddhists). One can reasonably ask whether such centers or communities still operate in as deeply inclusive a manner as did the Buddha’s own sangha, or whether a different dynamic is at play in such contexts. Awakening Together not only raises this important question but offers us sound analysis of the underlying issues — as well as sage advice for addressing them. He writes, for example,


Western cultural norms and inclinations have already influenced our own experience of the teachings. Even though we, in the Insight Meditation circles, acknowledge that sangha is a practice of being in community, we (as Western convert groups) do not place as much emphasis on this aspect as practitioners from traditionally Buddhist countries.


And he speaks of the difference in worldview and cultural archetypes between the West (where one emphasizes individual experience) and the East (where the collective experience is paramount), saying,


Many of our Western Dharma communities, which are largely focused on European American values and norms, have yet to examine how the Dharma has been changed in its transition and transmission from interdependent cultures to an independent culture. Moreover, our own cultural reinterpretation of the Dharma is largely an unconscious, unexamined phenomenon.


I believe that these are appropriate critiques of convert-Buddhist sanghas in the West — and Larry points us to others as well.


For more than twenty years now I have been writing about my observations that Dharma centers and Dharma communities in the West are primarily homogeneous, being composed, generally speaking, of mostly white, middle- to upper-middle-class participants with very little diversity. Being African American and finding much that is of value to me in Buddhist Dharma, I want the Dharma to be accessible to other people of color and other culturally specific groups, and for Dharma communities to be more reflective of our richly diverse society. The benefits of inclusivity run both ways, and we can “wake up” in the best and only real way together. Larry Yang clearly gets this. He writes, for example,


I believe that if Dharma practice is meant to be comprehensive — that is, to leave nothing in life outside of its scope — then culture is not to be transcended or left behind. In fact, culture is something to be integrated into the very fabric of our spiritual practice, including the diverse facets of our behavior and identities.


Larry also knows how it feels to attempt to practice Buddhism in communities that are not welcoming. Describing one of his first “loving-kindness” retreats, he writes, “My predominant experience with spiritual and religious traditions that purported to teach unconditional regard was that they were typically unable, unwilling, or unskilled at directing love toward those aspects of life important to me, someone outside the dominant white, hetero-normative American culture.” At that first retreat, he notes, “All I could focus on was that I was the only person of color out of about a hundred people — and how awkward, lonely, and even unsafe I felt.” There was nothing inviting or safe about the space or the experience, and Larry began to feel that “I had to leave this part of my life — my experiences as a person of color, as a gay, queer man — outside the door.” He adds, “The message I felt was that those aspects were not worthy of awareness and kindness, and by extrapolation, I myself was not worthy of this practice.”


Especially in times like these, fraught on every side with threats from racist, xenophobic, misogynistic, and anti-queer bias, a welcoming and safe space for practice is the most kind and compassionate thing we can create for each other. If such issues are denied or go unacknowledged in Dharma settings, where can they be safely voiced and heard? If in Dharma settings people feel, in Larry’s words, “unattended, unloved, unseen, and even harmed,” where is the safety — the refuge — that sangha is meant to offer?


Fortunately for us, Larry’s initial retreat experiences led him not to turn away from the Dharma but to truly embark upon the great challenge of making Dharma communities more inclusive and diverse. Alongside others, he began the project of creating the East Bay Meditation Center (EBMC) — one of the most deeply inclusive communites to be found anywhere in the United States. Awakening Together provides us with a detailed, step-by-step blueprint and history of the hard work involved in creating that community and, in doing so, shows us how we can begin and continue to build an inclusive sangha.


As important as that alone would be, Larry’s greatest gift to all of us in the Dharma is his commitment to supporting the conditions for producing Dharma teachers of color and Dharma teachers from other culturally specific groups. If we truly want diversity in our sanghas, we must do more than simply pay lip service to the idea. Like me, Larry has argued that one of the primary ways of doing this is to have people of color and other culturally specific Dharma teachers actually teaching in our Dharma communities. But Larry has done even more. He has lobbied for the vital necessity of having a pipeline of such teachers for the future, and he has himself committed to training many of them. Since 2000, with the support of Spirit Rock, Larry has been training new people of color, LGBTIQ-identified people, and other culturally specific teachers. As he notes, such activity requires “awareness and involvement from all of us. This is how we are interrelated.” This is the gift of our practice.	


And so, dear reader, if you are ready to commit to the idea that we, as a diverse group of Buddhists, ought to be able to awaken together, and to honor and share all of what and who we are in the process, then take up this book, Larry’s loving clarion call. Consciously, mindfully, read Awakening Together with openness and with joy.





JAN WILLIS is professor of religion emerita at Wesleyan University in Middletown, Connecticut, and visiting professor of religion at Agnes Scott College in Decatur, Georgia. She is the author of Dreaming Me: Black, Baptist, and Buddhist — One Woman’s Spiritual Journey.









Foreword


BY SYLVIA BOORSTEIN


SOME YEARS AFTER I had begun practicing mindfulness meditation, I made an appointment to meet with Chagdud Rinpoche, a Tibetan Buddhist teacher renowned for his understanding of the altered states of consciousness associated with intense meditation practice. I needed his help.


My practice had led me to some genuinely liberating insights and some calming of my habitually anxious mind — both of which had been rewarding for me, and hoped for — but in addition I had begun to experience unusual energetic sensations that were intense and often uncomfortable. I felt energy running up and down my spine, I told him, and I felt alternately very hot and very cold. I described how I heard sounds that definitely were not part of my ambient experience, sounds like motors running in my head. I told him that my body, as I lay quietly on my bed concentrating on my breath, would leap suddenly into a yoga posture — seemingly on its own. And I also told him that when unusual experiences began to happen, I initially found them pleasant and was quite interested in them, but now they had become intense and uncomfortable, and so I sought help. I was also hoping, although I did not mention it to the Rinpoche, that he would be at least a little impressed with my ability to develop extraordinary attention.


Chagdud listened to all I’d said and asked me, “How much compassion practice do you do every day?”


I was surprised. I had expected him to give me a calming meditation instruction. I replied, “I’d understood that with concentration comes insight, with insight comes wisdom, and that the wise mind is spontaneously compassionate.” This is a rather standard formulation of the purification of the mind through practice.


“No,” he said. “How much compassion practice do you do every day.”


“I don’t know what you mean.”


“How much do you go out into the world every day and look at how much people are suffering?”


For a brief moment I thought perhaps Chagdud Rinpoche was rebuking me, seeing my preoccupations as self-centered. His demeanor, though, was so kindly and his words so mild that I knew that this was not about me, that I could skip right over being embarrassed and hear what he was telling me.


And, of course, he was right.


He correctly added the awareness of life around me to the steadiness of mind I had been cultivating. The concentration I had developed enabled me to stay more open to the manifold instances of pain and suffering in my personal world, as well as in the world that I met through knowing the news. I could not look away from it or pretend it wasn’t there. My heart, which could have missed it — being absorbed as it often was in self-preoccupation and lack of courage — was available to respond to the suffering. Letting my heart freely respond to others — whether in compassion when it meets sorrow, or joy when it meets instances of celebration — is a more enduring and trustworthy pleasure than my experiences of profound concentration (in which the world had disappeared) had ever been.


I heard years ago that Thich Nhat Hanh said, “The next Buddha will be the sangha.” At the time, I thought perhaps that was a tribute that meant the greatness of the Buddha was such that only a group of people could measure up to his value. Now I think it quite literally means that we can learn from everyone and everything, that the teacher is the world around us waiting to be seen and deeply understood. We learn from each other, in relationship, the pain of being inevitably separated from what we love by old age, sickness, and death — and we come to know that we share this vulnerability with all human beings. Feeling at ease, in a community in which we experience the comfort of feeling seen, we discover our natural ability to feel empathy for others through the sharing of our individual challenges.


When I began my Buddhist meditation practice decades ago and heard about taking refuge in the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha, I thought that my sangha included not only the people in the Buddhist groups I practiced with but my family as well, and the professional groups I am part of, and the synagogue community I belong to. I thought of all the people I had learned I could depend on to see me and support me. I’ve begun to think in more recent times that the sangha I hope to feel part of some day is the world, including and perhaps especially the parts that seem most different from me and difficult to feel at ease with, near and far away. In those moments, reflecting on how everyone in the world will suffer together from a deteriorating planet, I am able to think of everyone with compassion. And while at times I might feel sad, I do not feel alone.


Larry Yang has been my friend and teaching colleague for many years, and I have always admired his steadfast emphasis on inclusivity, his dedication to making the Dharma relevant to, and accessible to, the widest possible audience. The Buddha, in a society that was distinctly hierarchical, discarded class lines and insisted that his community be open to anyone who was willing to undertake a vowed life. “Teach the holy Dharma in the idiom of the people,” are the instructions he gave to his disciples as they left his community to spread his liberating doctrine. His understanding was that wisdom and compassion were the antidotes to the universal experiences of grief and loss, which is certainly true in modern times just as it was in the time of the Buddha.


Awakening Together is being born into a world in which suffering caused by greed and hatred, on an individual and a global level, are part of an ongoing news cycle. Habits that are part of trying to cope with escalating life stressors make descriptions of a relaxed and grateful mind seem like quaint anachronisms. Now more than ever, I think, the need for an emerging self-aware group of people dedicated to developing wisdom on behalf of compassion is vital to address the strife and divisiveness of the people of the world and the perilous state of the planet. The new teachers of wisdom in the idiom of the people will not be recognizable by their robes but by their hearts. This book speaks to this need, and Larry’s is such a heart.





SYLVIA BOORSTEIN is a founding teacher of Spirit Rock Meditation Center, and is the author of It’s Easier Than You Think: The Buddhist Way to Happiness, as well as several other books.









Preface


Now More Than Ever


THIS BOOK IS my attempt to connect a personal spiritual path and journey with the larger course of our shared human experience.


When I was a much younger person, I kept searching for something that was elusive and seemingly beyond my reach — a way to be happy. The spiritual values of Unconditionality or Love I heard about so often that were elevated as goals seemed so far away from the limited experience of my small life. I kept seeing the particulars of my life to be too unique, too different, or even too difficult or painful to understand myself, let alone to be grasped by other people. I felt isolated, separated, and hopeless.


Little did I know at the time how commonplace in our world this feeling of separation can be.


I now see in hindsight that even when I did not follow an explicit spiritual faith tradition, there was still a motivation urging me toward living a life that was as fulfilled as was humanly possible. The realization began to emerge as I grew older — as I met more friends, lovers, business associates, acquaintances, and even enemies, and as I began to collect these people into my consciousness — that everyone was trying to live in the same way. Not to live the same life as I was, of course, but motivated by the same intentions of living the best life possible in the short time we have on this earth. In the midst of all the seeming differences, we were all seeking a way to be happy.


In that commonality of experience is a deep teaching.


We learn not only from our personal individual lives but also from the rich gathering together of our collective experiences. When we tread any path, start any project, embark on any journey, it is often easier to do it in the company of friends and associates than alone. We learn both individually and collectively. This is why the Buddha offered the teachings of Sangha, of Community: because there is both wisdom and freedom in exploring our collective experience. One of my intentions with this book is to explore our awakening together within the multiple experiences of community and communities, however we each choose to define them.


The experience of community brings with it complex issues of belonging: who is included, what power dynamics are involved, and how any community defines its collective identity through the individual identities that form it. I believe not only that the teachings of the Buddha help us navigate those complex issues but that such complexities are embedded in the Dharma itself.


Issues of identity emerged as an expansive theme early in my own personal practice. Outside the Asian cultures of origin of the Buddha’s teachings, Western Buddhism has been most accessible to people who are middle to upper-middle class, white, heterosexual, and privileged. While there have been efforts to diversify and broaden the Dharma’s reach, this profile still remains largely accurate. One current challenge is whether the Dharma can expand beyond appealing to dominant cultural interests into true relevance for the multiplicity of our human cultural diversity and inclusivity. Can the Dharma become truly meaningful for the global cultural dynamics that currently face us all?


For me, it is through the lenses of community and identity that I began to see how identity can be a door into Dharma practice and spiritual freedom. The beauty of the Dharma is that everything — everything, even all the particulars of identity — is integral to our spiritual practice. Accordingly, freedom is not just about transcending identity but embracing it until what is beyond the experience of identity reveals itself. And, as with much of our human existence, this is not always a linear process.


Especially within our society’s current sociopolitical and cultural conditions, race, sexual orientation, and multiculturalism have never been more relevant to the evolution of our larger world. This relevance can be seen in many places: the overt inequities of the inordinate mass incarceration of and police violence toward African American men; the murders of transgender people, especially of color; the inability of people to find a sustainable livelihood in parallel to the increasingly extreme wealth of the few; the ever-growing economic disparities that marginalize affordable housing; arrogant and mean-spirited policies toward immigration; the polarized screeching of our current political discourse; or even the intrusions upon people being able to perform intimate bodily functions without state intervention. Communities are aching for spiritual guidance on the most varied and difficult of social dilemmas.


Now more than ever, as the world’s problems are increasing exponentially in complexity, we need to address these problems as people, communities, and nations. In this lifetime and in this modern age we are being asked to carry, manage, and navigate more and more people, places, things, activities, and issues, whether we face challenges in our personal life about changing the world, caregiving for our families, or surviving adverse personal circumstances. Some of the complexity may feel unresolvable — a family trying to make ends meet despite multiple stressors; inherent democratic values of our country being summarily dismissed by power without accountability; disparity, discrimination, and deception in a supposedly free society; terrorism with both its causes and impacts; justice when the needs and values underlying those intentions are increasingly complex in a more diverse society; or trying to find purpose and meaning in a world that might feel incomprehensible. Now more than ever we need our mindfulness practice. We need the Dharma.


We need the freedom into which mindfulness invites us — the freedom to not have to follow the patterns of our unconsciousness, either individually or collectively. We do not have to follow the ways of the world simply because we have been taught them or because everyone else does. We do not have to be someone we are not, just because the world says that is who we should be. We need to remember that it is possible to notice deeply what is happening right now, and understand it with enough wisdom, treat it with the compassion inherent in our humanity, and move into responses and actions that are of benefit as best as we are able. We are called by the voice in our collective hearts to move toward that which lessens suffering and creates more happiness, not just for us personally but for us as communities within a global society and collective world.


What we do on the meditation cushion — create clarity of mind, openness of heart, and mindfulness of thought, emotions, and actions — is not any different than the work we do in the world to create a better life for us all. As many spiritual masters and social activist elders have told us, “We must be the change we wish to see in the world.” Mindfulness can be the practice that connects our individual spiritual path with the path of all beings.


Our paths toward freedom are the same — we are not separate from one another.


Now more than ever, we need to remember this.


A note about sources: Most of the Pali scriptural sources I cite in this book are translated by Thanissaro Bhikku and appear on the Access to Insight website (www.accesstoinsight.org), except where otherwise noted in the text.
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From Suffering into Freedom


OVER THE YEARS I have come to a deep commitment to and faith in the teachings of the Buddha. These are teachings that have fed and nurtured my spiritual needs and development as a human being. In this life that has been given me, the Dharma of the Buddha has been transformative.


It might be an easy assumption to make (or maybe a stereotype) that an Asian American, born to rather traditional parents who emigrated from the outskirts of Shanghai in northern China, would gravitate to a Buddhist spiritual practice. Indeed, my mother was raised in a household whose members were devotionally Buddhist, and my father, who was a Confucian Taoist, was not unfamiliar with Buddhist temples and practice. However, the cultural equation of connecting my own Asian heritage to the Buddhist tradition (or any spiritual tradition at all, for that matter) was not so direct or simple.


Much of my early childhood was spent in Levittown, Pennsylvania — the epitome of those postwar suburban developments of affordable, homogenous homes of the late 1950s and early 1960s, the ones that Pete Seeger sang about. For me at the time, though, Levittown did not seem to have the monotonous, uninspired uniformity Seeger’s lyrics evoked. After all, it was the world of my childhood. And as for most children, even this most mundane environment was exciting and interesting.


Levittown was a place with a hill for shooting down on a bike whose weight and design would be embarrassing in today’s sophisticated choices of racing, recumbent, mountain, touring, and BMX models: a “Schwinn-built” American Flyer. And in bright maroon, it was the coolest thing to show off on as a seven- or eight-year-old.


Levittown was a place with a creek — though English being my second language, I remember having trouble with whether the word should be pronounced “creek” or “crick.” That creek provided an illusion of wilderness for a young, wide-eyed, mock scientist who dissected bugs, poked at frogs, and tried to catch minnows with awkward little fingers. My scientific methodology was undeveloped, but the intention of curiosity was already well into formation.


It was in Levittown on November 22, 1963, that I remember running up the front lawn (it wasn’t that big, but to my short, stubby legs it seemed like a track field) telling my mother that President Kennedy had been shot. My mom had not been listening to the news that day, but I had been listening to the radio in the carpool coming home from my Quaker elementary school. I knew that it was an event that was really important and really sad. We sat in front of our RCA black-and-white TV set transfixed by the unfolding tragedy along with millions of other Americans that day.


And it was in Levittown where I had my first experience of racism.


I can remember running up the same lawn with different news for my mom. Instead of bursting inside without a care in the world, I carefully opened the screen door. I turned the brass knob of a front door painted as red as my Radio Flyer wagon, and let the screen door gently close without the typical crash that followed me.


I guess I didn’t look too happy: my mom came up and knelt so that her face was at the same level as mine. We weren’t a physically affectionate family; that hasn’t been my experience of the Asian or Chinese way of doing things. Love and other emotions were shown through behavior, rather than gesture or verbal expression. But this time, she reached out to my shoulder, “What’s the matter, Larry?”


I almost didn’t want to answer.


“Ma, what does chink mean?”


My mother’s prolonged pause reinforced what I already knew — that this, like the news of Kennedy’s assassination, was a life experience that was really sad. It was a lightning bolt that illuminated for me how people perceive each other and treat each other badly based upon how different they seem. I didn’t know the words race, culture, or ethnicity, but I could still feel the nausea and tension in my little body. It was one of those aha moments that children can have, and it came in a flash.


It wasn’t an experience of understanding — as a kid, I couldn’t understand what was happening — but I did recognize that it was something important. It simply was what it was: a moment of awareness — awareness of suffering in my life. And that is what my mother reflected back to me.


She said after a moment, “Sometimes that is just the way things are in the world.”


It was an unsatisfactory response to the racism of which I was just beginning to become conscious. But it was also the best she could offer at the time in a world rife with the cultural complexities of post-McCarthyism and the Vietnam War. I was too young to grasp anything beyond the immediate experience of my own suffering and pain.


Much later in life I read a passage in James Baldwin’s Notes of a Native Son that resonated very deeply with me. At the end of his description of the experience of being refused service at a diner because they didn’t serve “Negroes” there, Baldwin writes, “And I felt, like a physical sensation, a click at the nape of my neck as though some interior string connecting my head to my body had been cut.”


In hindsight of my own string being cut, I appreciate that I recognized some part of my experience as a moment when cultures intersect. I was fast-tracking out of childhood, and I was losing my innocence.


My childhood home was a place where my everyday companions and best friends were the kids of our immediate neighbors on both sides of our house. A pair of brothers, Steven and Burton, lived to the left of my house, and another pair of brothers, Buddy and Randy, lived to the right. There was about three years’ difference between the two pairs, enough at that age to completely separate them into different interests and different preadolescent worlds. I was exactly in the middle age-wise, allowing me to hang out with either pair of boys.


It was a confusingly tender time for me — the naive simplicity of rolling down freshly mowed lawns, hiding from grownups in the hedges, and plotting not to be seen by the “nerdy” girls — because I was hiding one more secret from everyone else, a secret kept hidden in the safe recesses of my own mind where I thought I could control and manage it. My secret was that I was a boy who felt the need for more connection and relationship with other boys.


As with the racism I encountered, I didn’t even have a word for this feeling, much less comprehend terms like sexual orientation, homosexuality, or gay. I just knew that I felt even more different from other kids around me, beyond my skin color, the shape of my eyes, and the details of my cultural background. I felt different from those whom I felt I belonged to — my family. And I knew almost as soon as I had the feelings, whatever it was called, that people did not treat it with acceptance, kindness, or love. The cultural worlds I found myself torn between began to expand in number.


In the balance of things, for me life usually felt more painful than not back then. There was tremendous pain in not knowing where I belonged and not feeling that I belonged anywhere with anyone. I imagine some version of this arises in many people during adolescence, regardless of culture, race, or sexual orientation, but those issues simply heightened the angst of a young person who had yet to develop any life skills that would be of guidance or support. And it created in me a tremendous desire to get rid of the pain and suffering. I became determined to become a person who I was not.


I lost interest in my language of origin, my cultural heritage, and some of the deep sources of my identity — even in my childhood friends who were Asian. Family history and lineage became quaint stories that I tolerated to humor my parents and relatives over holidays, but they did not concern me in my “real life” in the “real American” white world.


I measured myself against the achievements of others who looked as if they belonged to the American mainstream and who seemed successful in the dominant culture. I wanted to assimilate without condition — to be accepted by them. The feelings of unmitigated separation produced a craving for connection, a desperation to belong. In a determined exertion of willpower as I came of age, I remember having the fixed conviction that if it is this difficult to be a racial minority in this world, there is no way that I will be gay — thereby adding another padlock to an already hidden closet door.


But the locks wouldn’t hold; the closet and the closet door were rotting from the inside out.


I was deeply unhappy even though I had no idea why. My attempts at assimilation into a white, heterosexual culture took me further away from my identity as a gay Chinese man. This gap between realities became deeper as the internal dissonance lengthened in duration. The void was filled repeatedly with excessive amounts of alcohol, drugs, caffeine, and nicotine — anything at all but the real feelings emerging from my experience with my life.


When I encountered the Buddha’s teachings, I was a deeply tortured soul.


Though I might have had many elements in my life (including, at the time, a partner) that might have looked good from the outside, inside my psyche was ruptured. Even during my recovery from substance abuse, the pain did not abate.


When the Dharma entered my life, I realized that my life was deeply unhappy because I was turning away from who I was. I was trying to be who I was not. In turning toward all of the aspects of myself that I had denied and repressed earlier, I was beginning my path of mindfulness, of being aware of who is living this human life as “me.”


I turned toward the familiar stranger within myself. I turned my attention to the pieces of my personality and history, my successes and failures, my dreams and depressions, I was afraid to get to know, much less become intimate with. I turned toward my sexual orientation and identity and my racial and cultural background.


This path of Dharma was the beginning of the healing process, of recovering who I saw myself to be in this world and who I could become. From that deeply tortured soul, this path has shown me greater and greater amounts of ease, peacefulness, and — dare I say — freedom. What more can I ask for? This path of Dharma has shown me where to start, where to continue, and how the path has no end to possibilities of freedom — even amid the myriad forms of suffering.
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Finding a Spiritual Path


WE ARE all seekers.


We are seekers regardless of which spiritual tradition we affiliate with. We are seekers even if we do not espouse any religious faith at all. We all search for meaningful experiences, satisfying objects, compatible people, useful knowledge, fulfilling activities, well-being — and more. Seeking is part of our humanity. When we seek, inquire, and explore, we open up to our own life and to the world. This openness is a tender place for both our minds and hearts. From this tender place, we look for things that we hope will create more happiness and contentment for ourselves.


This begins so early in our precious lives.


We are on this earth for such a short period of time. It’s no wonder that moments after we enter this life we start looking, learning, and seeking that which will make the best of this life. Even before we have any words to describe it, there is the message implicit in a baby’s cry of “What will satisfy me?” “How do I get my mother’s milk?” “What is that flashing color?” “Look at this thing that is a ‘foot.’ I don’t even know the word foot, but look at what it can do!”


As we are parented, cared for, and nurtured, we reach further into the world, recognizing the pleasant sensations of a pillow or blanket or favorite stuffed animal, and, later, begin to wonder “why?”


Why is the sky blue?


I remember lying on the grass in the warmth of a sunny day — daydreaming or maybe day-wondering — simply staring into the sky with amazement and openness. I was content to watch the clouds, looking on as scenes and objects and beings appeared, dissolved, and reappeared amid the ever-shifting curves and wisps of white billowing puffs. Those early memories are the first time I had a sense of presence, of peace — even if it was fleeting, or not fully recognized by me in that moment. We all dream as children.


In the Buddhist tradition, there is a story of a prepubescent boy having a similar childhood experience. Even though the story is specifically set in a distant culture, in a distant time more than 2,500 years ago, in what is now northeastern India and southern Nepal, I feel a connection to the tenderness of this child — and indeed any child who is seeking. That boy was named Siddhartha and was the son of a local king. At the age of seven, Siddhartha attended a celebratory festival and party over which his father was presiding. His attendants (whom we would perhaps now call his daycare providers) got attracted to the party themselves and left the youth to his own resources in a vast field under a great tree.


As with many cultures and human traditions, the tree has tremendous significance in what it represents. Even in those times of ancient India, one association was the tree of life — the feet of which are anchored with roots deep into the earth with a summit reaching into the heavens in all directions. This image is embedded in our collective psyche, regardless of whether our cultural origins are from Asia, Africa, the Americas, or Europe. The Great Tree encompasses and shelters all experiences in our life, just like it was protecting the youthful Siddhartha. Indeed, that tree echoes Siddhartha’s birth into the world beneath the boughs of another ancient tree and presages the Buddha’s enlightenment sitting underneath the spreading limbs of the great bodhi tree.


As the boy sat in the field, a sense of stillness and peace cascaded into his awareness. He wondered, “As I am sitting in the shade of this tree, removed from the distractions of senses and difficult states of mind and heart, allowing the mind to settle into a natural joyousness, can this be the path that I am searching for?”


Whether we are totally conscious of it or not, our spiritual lives begin when we are children.


Our spirituality has always been with us, and the seeker has always been present.


I grew up in a family that had immigrated to the United States during difficult global and cultural times, encompassing situations not unlike the challenges facing many culturally displaced peoples today. My parents emigrated from China just at the ending of World War II and the resurgence of the Chinese Civil War. They settled into the American Midwest during the time of Joseph McCarthy in the turmoil and cultural xenophobia of the 1950s. Their survival strategy was to assimilate and acculturate as quickly as possible — always trying to not make waves and not to stand out or be noticed.


Part of their survival-by-assimilation involved letting go of many traditions they might have carried into a life in a new culture. I suspect that many immigrants must go through the painful process of trying to honor the ways of life supported by their culture of origin even as they try to assimilate into a new world with very different values and norms — trying to discern what must be given up when survival overrides comfort. At the time of my birth, the status of Asian immigrants was legally still tenuous because the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1880 was still nominally in force (not fully remedied until the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965).


There was an instance when FBI agents in their classic black hats and trench coats visited my mother while my dad was at work. They wanted to know why our family was receiving Chinese language newspapers in the mail, and we all found the encounter intimidating and frightening. I don’t know whether the explanation that my mom gave was satisfactory or not — but fear came into the house. My then twelve-year-old brother slept with a baseball bat when he went to sleep at night for the next several months.


I suspect my parents coped with that kind of fear by further assimilating our family into mainstream American culture. When I was growing up, I saw no culturally specific spiritual practices among my parents’ families. As far as I knew, being Chinese meant eating delicious food that no one except my mom knew how to cook. That was the only distinction I could see.


I knew more what it felt like to be American than to be Chinese. I recall doing a report on China for my fifth grade class and not knowing that China had a communist government. I remember writing the report “as if” I were an “American” learning about a foreign land that I was not a part of. I didn’t feel connected with my culture of origin or even particularly recognize it as my culture of origin. My report ended in the year 1948, one year before Mao Zedong took over the government — and I thought that things had continued to develop as they had before 1948.


I marvel now at the naivety no one in my family or school chose to correct.


When I was old enough, we went as a family to a local Baptist church, mimicking the suburban white dominant culture around us. We joined the congregation, which was more progressive in its attitudes than other Baptist groups. I remember our local church circulating a copy of the Black Manifesto for review by the general congregation and the heated conversations around the document. My family and I didn’t have a sense of connection or resonance with the congregation — only a sense of obligation and a feeling of this-is-what-an-American-family-does.


This American Baptist church usually baptized children when they reached adolescence when it was viewed that they could be responsible for their own personal choices. By the time I was in my teens and approaching the conventional time for baptism, I had distanced my personal beliefs from anything religious. It was then the mid-1960s, and the secular culture and the sociopolitical revolution of the younger generation was the call with which I resonated. I was an atheist, or perhaps an agnostic (I wasn’t sure) — but I was adamant that I didn’t care about any religious faith or tradition.


When I declined my pastor’s invitation to go through the baptismal rites of passage, I stopped going to church — and interestingly enough, when I did that my parents also stopped going. I realized they were only going for the benefit of my acculturation into American society. From my family, I felt the strong pull to assimilate, and from the pastor, I felt pressure to go through with the baptism. But I also saw it was possible to not accede to either pressure.


This was a baptism of sorts within my own internal experience.


I realized that I could act on my own set of beliefs and not be swayed by external demands. I realized I had a choice: I could pick what path I followed. But before I could make that decision, I had to become aware of my options.


I would rediscover the importance of this awareness, over and over again, much later on in my life, but in the meantime, I was making spiritual decisions, even as I eschewed anything spiritual or religious. We are all spiritual beings. Spirituality is hardwired in us — even when we negate it.


At times in my life I have been explicitly religious, spiritual, and existential; at times I have experimented lightly or devoted myself deeply. It is all part of a grander path. There is always a larger picture even if I cannot see the whole canvas in the moment. Even pushing away spirituality is a spiritual decision.


By the time I came into the lineage of the Buddha and found my spiritual home, I had begun to see in Buddha’s teachings much that resonated with the way my parents had brought me up. While they shifted away from their culture of origin in many external ways, they could not and did not negate the inner cultural values with which they themselves were imbued from their own heritage. For this reason, as soon as I came into contact with the Buddhist tradition, I felt a kind of visceral recognition even before I made a cognitive connection. All I had to do was pay attention.


Of course not everyone will have a similar cultural story or related familial circumstances, but there may be aspects that others might recognize beyond the details of my personal experience: the seeking, the path even when there is uncertainty, and the support one feels in finding a spiritual home.


These are important components of awareness as a spiritual practice.


Recognizing the components of one’s spiritual path and spirituality supports the path itself. Awareness that a spiritual path exists is a mindfulness practice itself. Awareness of a spiritual path offers options to deepen what works for us and to create more freedom around it or minimize what does not.


And awareness of our own paths is so very useful in determining how and where to meet others on a similar path. Walking together in communal support with mutual aspirations for living this life with more grace and more freedom is a beautiful way to grow and connect with others — to live in community and awaken together.


I feel that I have recognized many Christian values absorbed early in my childhood in those in my current Buddhist faith. Whereas unconditional kindness, compassion, patience, ethical integrity, and spiritual wisdom might be languaged differently in different cultures and different traditions, the living feeling is the same for them all. Across the amazing breadth and diversity of linguistic expression, cultural forms, and personal stories, there is still only one way to feel compassionate, there is still only one way to feel kind: the human way.


These days I feel more congruence than dissonance between religious faiths and spiritual traditions. While prayer is not ostensibly part of the Insight Meditation lineage to which I am currently connected, I nonetheless feel a resonance with this human form of expression. My understanding of prayer is that it comes ultimately from the root “to ask.” Whether the request is made to God; to Allah; to named, unnamed, single, or multiple deities; to the Great Spirit or many spirits; or to the impersonal forces that come together to create life — prayer has been around since before recorded time. We can describe prayer as opening to the vulnerability of asking sacred questions, and meditation can be experienced as creating the tender, open, and humble space for receiving the sacred answer.


In receiving what life has to teach us, it helps not to be distracted by the multitude of pressures, obligations, information, and activities that all of us in our current society tend to multitask. Filling the mind does not allow the subtle nuance of life’s teaching to reach us. Preoccupied with how we think we should live our lives and how life should be, we deny attention to how our life is already being lived. Often we are so compulsive and obsessive about finding answers rather than learning from the questions that we miss the reality: the answers we seek are not provided by any definitive resolution but by how we are asking the questions and by how we are relating to the questions themselves.


Rainer Maria Rilke describes this gracefully:


Don’t search for the answers, which could not be given to you now, because you would not be able to live them. And the point is, to live everything. Live the questions now. Perhaps then, someday far in the future, you will gradually, without even noticing it, live your way into the answer.


The dance between inquiries and answers, between prayer and meditation, between what our cultural heritage offers to us and what we are able to create in this lifetime, between where we have been and what we are seeking — this dance is a place of incredible energy, opportunity, and richness.


Even if we have lived many years into our adulthood, it is useful to reflect and remember that we all have been seeking for the length of our lives. This is how we begin to be conscious and aware of our yearnings beyond material pleasures and beyond anything that is outside of us to give us satisfaction.


All great wisdom traditions speak to our own ability to have happiness and freedom. These experiences do not lie outside of ourselves. In this great diversity of spiritual paths, they all lead to the same mountaintop — from where the most expansive view of humanity is the same.


For Reflection


When did you become aware of your spiritual path?


When did the glimmer of the seeking become clearer for you?


What were the internal movements of your heart and mind that pointed you to goodness in the world and a sense of connection?
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