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				I dedicate these words to my

				ancestors on every continent

				and to the radiant one who

				speaks in the silence. Aché
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			one drop of color—the experience of peace

			Many times I have testified of my suffering and written at length on race, gender, sexual orientation, and homelessness. Before I die, I must speak of peace. Life has not been all torment in this dark and mysterious body. And yet torment and peace are not separate. They come together in a world that pulls you toward violence and bends you down to pray for peace. Peace is there all along.

			In awakening to peace, the teachings of the earth have been beneficial for me. My Zen walk was filled with my love for ritual and ceremony. At the same time, there were many earth-shattering moments that shook my core and opened me to the importance of life. Within each quaking there was the inherent silence and stillness of being. In the worst of times, there was a Zen that was not religious or philosophical, but an unshakable presence, in which my eyes and heart were open in the middle of the uncontrollable events of life. Suddenly, life was like water-colors, spreading and dripping off the paper’s edge. There was nothing to do but silently watch the colorful droplets of life fall. In the falling was peace—the letting go that comes without effort.

			The city let go of me and I moved to the desert of New Mexico. I packed my things and left many friends and family back in California. It was an escape of sorts—not the kind void of responsibility, but an escape from the danger of concrete on the body, from being haunted by random violence, from the quick race to death that I had joined. The desert of New Mexico, twenty minutes outside of Santa Fe, brought me a wide-open sky to contemplate, alone in a season of stillness.

			I am surrounded by mountains: the Sangre de Cristo (blood of Christ) and the Ortiz Mountains to the north, the Jemez Mountains to the west, and the Sandia Mountains to the southeast. When I walk the desert floor, I’m aware of two rivers that run beneath the land—the Galisteo and Cañada de Los Alamos Rivers. I stop to see if I can hear them. They are far below, but I feel myself wading through the water even though my feet walk a dry dirt path. I let the wind blow against my body. I see the land stretching out, its beauty calling me back to the earth. The quiet takes over. In humble reverence for the earth, I can’t turn away from this spontaneous experience of peace.

			The desert opened my heart to write about it while reminiscing about life in the city—both Los Angeles where I was born and raised, and Oakland where I lived my adult years. Here, I share the landscape of these places and their impact on my quest for peace.

			Time passes in the desert as it does in the city. I sit on the front porch of my house with its blue door and traditional Mexican vigas (wooden beams) over my head. The never-ending desert sage and juniper bushes constantly call me to get up and walk toward them. I obey. It’s the beginning of autumn and it’s both hot and breezy. I begin to walk. I see half-eaten birds and the dried bones of an animal unknown to me. It’s clear, in this peaceful desert, that peace is not the opposite of violence. Peace is in violence. It can only be seen by the open eyes of awareness. Peace is itself. The experience of peace I’m discovering in the desert had always been with me in the city. I hadn’t let it in.

			I had made efforts at making peace. But “making peace” requires an idea and then action upon that idea. It’s not the same peace I speak of here. The peace being expressed in these writings doesn’t come from the mind, the lips, or from gentle actions. It doesn’t come from legislation made by governments or peacemaking movements. It’s a peace that appears without effort. Like the desert filling up my eyes. It appears like snow, wind, or rain. Peace arrives on its own if I don’t resist it.

			During years of chanting and meditation, the habit of fighting against what was in front of me rose and dissolved like waves in an ocean. There were times when I asked questions, critiqued, and took action. And there were times when confusion took over, the mind doubled down on itself. The only thing to do during those times was to breathe and be still. The body knows when to do this. Stillness is inherent. After suffering and resistance, the only thing left is contemplation of life and after contemplation, stillness, and after stillness, peace.

			Peace is a presence that is difficult to define. Perhaps for this reason, I feel poetry has been a path through which peace has made itself known to me.

			Most of my life has been spent sitting still, listening, and writing what I hear. Peace has often presented itself as poetry. Poetry and I are old best friends. When the gateway of Zen presented itself, I entered as a poet. I came with the habit of hearing a storm as more than weather, seeing fluttering white butterflies as snow in the spring. I came with my eyes and ears open wide to catch a glimpse of what was behind the curtain of life and death. That curiosity changed my life.

			In this offering, I share the experience of peace through beloved poetry. The poetry is meant to create a pause, to bring you into the silence of the desert right where you are and open new gateways to peace. Inside the gate there is only more listening and witnessing of life.

			Be still. These words are full. The digestion slow. Try a sentence or two every minute, pause, and resume. There is no need to rush to the end. The experience of reading meditatively will create the silence needed to hear. Your own experience of the deepest peace will arise and be shared, through your life, with your friends, family, community, and the world—one drop of color at a time.

			I bow deeply to this life.
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			slipping into peace—awakened freedom

			It’s dark. The wake-up bell rings for morning meditation. The time has come to do the mundane—wash the face, brush the teeth. The bath in the hot springs will come in the afternoon before tea.

			For now, it’s morning. The birds crowd on branches to sing near the zendo, the hall of silence. Meditation has already met me at the door and has entered my body. I breathe slowly, a must to enter darkness. As I walk down the aisle in a black robe, my feet erase the footprints of yesterday. As a humble daughter of the enslaved, I have come to a practice of stillness the old Africans, although bought and sold, understood. They knew the importance of silence, of listening for guidance. The gateway to peace came to those who did not give up, those who did not believe themselves to be what was imposed upon them. I continue to walk the cold floors of the zendo. No one knows I’m being escorted to my seat by my ancestors. I understand that this is where my ancestors have brought me to see them, to see myself, to see life.

			I announce my arrival by bowing toward my seat and then out into the meditation hall. Rather than bowing in submission, my ancestors and I are bowing to the ancestors of those who’ll sit next to me, whether they’ve arrived or not. We’ll sit alongside each other with nothing to do except breathe in the way humans have done long before our birth. As we breathe, we are in a profound moment of stillness. We are inside a peace we could never have conjured on our own.

			In this way, Zen is a sitting ceremony. We know we are to bring ourselves. But we still ask: Is there anything else I must bring? Nothing. What must I do? Nothing but be alive. It’s a ceremony that mimics life, the breathing of deer, the slow trekking of bears, or the smell of sandalwood trees. There’s no awakening through sitting unless, in the middle of the sit, you are fortunate enough to experience the beauty of the deer, hear bears trekking, smell sandalwood trees, and know such life as you. You wake up without the superiority of being human; you wake up humbled in the middle of chanting, in the middle of life.

			Our bravery as we join this ceremony, this searching for peace, inevitably leads to both heart wrenching and heart opening. Is it possible to return from the grace, terror, sorrow, and beauty of sitting with nothing? If we let it, the silence shakes us. Still, we accept the invitation to sit because we are daredevils, willing to die in the silence in order to live. We are thrilled by the possibilities and dangers of silence. It removes our armor and shields so that the earth can get close and whisper in our ears. Deep silence leaves everything out, all of what you know and think you have.

			Upon entering the sanctuary to meditate, we remove our shoes. It’s good to be barefoot when the rising tides of life hit like a tsunami in the dark. Because you’re already barefoot, there will be no need to pull the shoes off your feet after you’ve drowned in your seat with thoughts of how much life hurts, or how you have no solutions to suffering. You may want to beg the teacher to save you. Instead, the teacher joins you in the struggle to reach the gate of tranquility. Together you start out into the middle of the ocean, which is to go into the middle of your vast life. You discover you haven’t drowned. You are walking.

			Ah! A few more deep breaths to settle upon bones that have reshaped themselves over the years. One kind of fly eats at the mucous of the eyes, another bites at the skin, and still another finds a home in the crevices of ears. The only way to survive torture is to sing, if only in your head. The only protection is nothingness.

			The bells bring tears, though not of sorrow. They are tears of utter love. We’re in love with radiant darkness and what might be discovered in such darkness. The big bell in the hallway of the zendo causes the coyotes on the hill to yelp. Mating rabbits scatter. Voices are hushed. Heads bowed without effort. Everything is calling in silence.

			On the last bell at the end of the zazen period, we sing the song of liberation. It’s not liberation from what traps us, not liberation from life, but liberation to life—all of it. It frees us to come to life, to be in it and see it. Liberation is the freedom to awaken where our feet are planted. This freedom can’t be given, legislated, or taken away. Liberation that comes with fear that we might not make it, is not liberation. In the freedom of awakening, we trust our action will not lead to our demise, even if our action is to sit still.

			In awakened freedom, we question ourselves. What do I choose for my life? Who am I waiting for to give me whatever? Do I have what it takes to awaken? Am I enough? Not am I worthy enough, but am I free enough to awaken and disrupt everything old and unnecessary in my life? Am I free enough to abandon any sense of myself as better than anyone else? Am I free enough to resist with love until peace arrives?

			Sitting in the open ocean of the zendo, I look back at the Zen gateway I entered. Zen means nothing in itself and there is nothing in this meadow, only what is brought to it. We bring pride and ego, ideas, hopes, and a desire to not suffer any longer. Thank goodness this human life can never be completely known.

			Who is it that crawls through windows? It’s the morning dawn. She parts the sea of darkness so that the center of light within it is revealed. No need to go after the light. Stay in the darkness. Learn how to be in it without suffering it. The bells ring and the wooden drum knocks, calling us out, to be seen, to be revealed in this life. We stand. It’s time to leave the zendo.

			The desert speaks silence. It breathes nothing but time and space. Make anything of breathing and you’ll wake in the middle of the dive.

		

	
		
			
			
				[image: mountain peaks one body stretched three thousand miles across continents]
			

		
	
		
			
				
				
					[image: ]
				

			
			sweet honey in the rock—the poetry of family

			I make space on my desk to set down a jar of water. The morning has barely entered the room. Frankincense oil perfumes the air as I begin my work. Out the window, I see the bougainvillea is withering. I go outside in sleepwear to give it my water. I return to the desk, to the frankincense. I am unsettled but I write anyway. I turn difficulty into poetry, into sweet honey in the rock. I write: As honey can be discovered in hard places, soft snow accumulates on the hard mountains, and medicine people, with their prayers, draw down the waters into our mouths so that we survive. And all of this is done silently, a silence that creates honey, that creates snow, that brings salvation, that inspires peace.

			I was a silent child. And a silent child needing salvation stops waiting for a mothership to come fly her and her people to another planet. She sits silent with what is in front of her—the two trees in her backyard. The orange hats on the bird of paradise induce a smile. The frequent song from bluebirds enhances the quiet of the city. Memories of the ocean’s voice soothe her fear of riots and her mother’s discomfort.

			My family are all quiet beings. For salvation from the pain of our blackness, we move into our inner worlds, away from loud and random acts of disrespect. Society is problematic. Some black folks cry, some yell, some numb themselves, and others, like my family, go quietly into an inner world, searching for what can save them. We take flight from the world of confusing politics and slip into the mystical state of being, where we observe life. We dare to sit still on the vast earth despite despair. We dare to be reflective at the expense of appearing passive. We become contemplatives without meaning to. But contemplation does not always bring peace.

			We didn’t know what went on in each other’s lives unless it was shared, which wasn’t often. A look into each other’s eyes was to see if life was going well or not. Anger and hurt were clear to see. Anger froze the air. Hurt clashed with privacy. If either hurt or anger endured, fresh days spoiled at once.

			My family attempted to keep up with the fast-moving pace of Los Angeles. Corners stained with struggle marked the edges of the city. For a black family, it felt dangerous to take time away from the difficulties and sit silently, sift through ideas, through rage and disappointment. If we were not speaking, then who was? If we were not shouting, then who would shout for us? To do nothing, to have time away, felt dangerous. Even so, we dared to be silent.

			When we were not silent, the next best thing was to play music, so that contemplation fit our lives. Music squeezed into the spaces. Songs from church, and with my help, rhythm and blues, came into our house of silence. I whistled along with Otis Redding’s “Sittin’on the Dock of the Bay,” a song that seeped into me without my noticing. I didn’t know I was whistling until my mother said, in the middle of my music-filled meditation, that whistling was not ladylike. Imagining a bay of water and a boat, I was not whistling. I was calling in peace. And the girl was no lady. I was a child.

			Dancing to rhythm and blues felt like freedom until I experienced jazz. The freedom in the scales of the trumpet, piano, saxophone, scat, all ran uphill and then downhill to a resting place where you could hold, hold, hold, and then let go, let go of suffering, landing in nirvana right in the middle of chaos. Eventually, there was the delta blues that brought the dark waters, unearthing what got stuck.

			By sixteen, several large boxes filled with my poems were stashed at the back of my closet. Each word a private gem, only for that alone time of sitting, writing, or rereading the words that called for silence. At night the poetry lingered and often spoke through the closet door. By day, I could hardly write in the midst of what I was feeling.

			I am sitting in my high school English literature class, daydreaming and waiting for the teacher to say anything that meant something to the hatred surrounding the late ’60s. I hear him say, “Class, I want you to hear this poem.” Oh no, is it Shakespeare again? We all shift in our chairs. Can we move enough to stop the teacher from reading Shakespeare and Keats? He begins to read a poem in Old English called “Ode to Martin Luther King Jr.”

			It’s my poem, my first ode, a song, coming from the silence of assassination. The words on the teacher’s lips pause each breath. He turns to me. He says, “How did you come to write such a beautiful poem?”

			“I don’t know,” I say. The words can’t be explained. In fact, they are not words. It’s not writing. It’s an exhale gathered and released on the page. It’s collective black tragedy written in lieu of the beloved trees, flowers, and ocean the other students wrote about.

			“Is there anything else you’d like to say about Martin Luther King Jr.’s life?” the teacher asks. I shake my head. Breathless. Speechless. The poem was a private moment of pain scrawled out in pencil. I had written down my weeping.

			Back home, I invite an audience of one—my mother. She wears her favorite housedress, places her fist beneath her chin, and looks out the window. We pause to take in a breeze. Before I start to read, I breathe slowly. Finally, I read each word out loud, but I don’t hear the words as mine. I hear the words as the deep voice of the winds in a storm. I know the ocean to be the author.

			My mother’s eyes fill with tears. The more I read, the more she cries. Hard, black, girl, school, other kids, skin seen, skin ignored, palette of colors, purple grief, dark brown ache, hurt, pain. Is it too much to be poetry? I pause. My mother says, “I never knew.”

			The union of listener and writer, a relationship between mother and daughter, between empty space and time arising in oneness, is for the sake of salvation. We are awake together. We are free together. We are in peace. There’s nothing more beautiful.
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			rattling bones—my ancient stories

			The first breath of a spring day is surrounded by orchids in my room. Tension is hunted down in the body, then breathed out. Bones are let down from being folded up overnight. Deep breathing releases the dark river that pumps inside my body. This river can’t be heard but speaks when clogged. These bones can’t be heard but rattle when I remember, when I dig into an ancient story. The moment just past is ancient. I remember it. My bones rattle.

			When still, I sense the bones of the earth. The bones of those who crawled upon the earth, or flew above clouds, are the same bones inside of me. The same bones hold the same wisdom. Bare bones let us know life is impermanent. You don’t have to believe Buddha. Accepting the passing of life brings the presence of peace.

			My own bones rattle over the moments that have passed within the hour and at night in the dark when the stars of the desert are the only light. The ancient stories of the day, of yesterday, crowd my bed. I excavate the gems of wisdom left behind.

			When I remember my father, buried many years ago, I rattle his bones. An altar with photos in a corner of the house brings memories. Among the frozen smiles of relatives staring back in quiet sepia, a smile is about to burst across my father’s face. What language will he speak? Creole, English, or a mix of both? The English words gobbled up by his accent never were digested. To understand him, we had to study his movements. The way the corners of his mouth turned up in a smile. Clasped hands were used for contemplation. Massaging the head was worry. Sleeping was dreaming.

			I remember watching him inhale freshly cut grass, making each moment infinite—binding his inner silence to his personal river and bones. He was inside peace. I could see it on his face. It was a peace I wanted and thought I could create. But my attempt at creating serenity ended in idleness and increased experiences of loathing. I had scraped together things, people, and memories I didn’t embrace in life and tried to dump them out. They appeared to be in my way. Afterward, there was simply a void.

			After sitting meditation for decades, I find peace exists in and of itself. It presents itself in time and season. In fact, peace has nothing to do with “my” life. What I create isn’t peace at all. The peace I saw on my father’s face didn’t come from discarding things and people as if they were rubbish. Everything in his life, pleasant and unpleasant, hard and soft, was present in his life and he accepted it. He used the hard things like marble to carve out peace. The likable and unlikable things and people were the chisel.

			As a sharecropper’s son in Louisiana in the early 1900s, my father’s life was made of things others had tossed away. He salvaged furniture and brought worn clothes back to life. The pig’s head, ear, tail, feet, and snout, leftovers his family was given by the family who owned the land, were pickled, turned into hog head cheese, or the skins were fried into what was called “cracklin’ ” (fried rind). The gumbo he loved to make was a soup of things that were useless to those who didn’t know about scraping together a life.

			I remember my father’s ritual of gumbo making and the wisdom of such scraping together of things. The fish stock was made from scraps of fish. Money was scraped together for the ingredients of the soup. My father’s hands shucked oysters, medium-sized shrimp, three crabs, dried shrimp, link sausages, garlic, green onions, shallots, bell pepper, celery, filé spice, and secret things. To continue the preparations, breathing in and breathing out, he lifted the knife. Pulled back his fingertips. No words. Only his presence was heard.

			Making gumbo for him was not cooking. It was a ritual of his past. The bones were rattling. His mother’s spirit was present, her hair long, down her back to her feet. She smoked a pipe just as my father did every day. She stood behind her son who had aged. She was his ancient story and therefore mine. Without acknowledging her, I can’t know my father’s wisdom. Without their wisdom, without the wisdom of the earth, there is only a miserable self, unconnected to the moon. And in this disconnected self I can only speak of myself, empty of everyone and everything, where my stories are self-indulgent and irrelevant. When I see the past as ancestral wisdom, then everyone and everything is there in the moment. Only then will the bones rattle and the wisdom emerge from the ruins of who and what has been diminished or lost.

			My father chopped and cleaned the fish, pulling the vein and waste of the shrimp or excavating the part of the crab not to be eaten. Gumbo is a soup of sacrifices. This giving of life, this exchange of one life for another, must be acknowledged. The handling of the bodies must be kind. These sacrifices must be done in awareness, if done at all. I breathe my father’s life, the life of his mother, and the life of the animals whose bones do exist.

			The roux, the gravy of the gumbo, made with flour and oil, requires attention, just as ancient stories do. Being lost in thought leads to burning the food. Lost in thought we miss the dance of onions, garlic, celery, and bell pepper snapping in hot oil. Stock made days earlier is poured into the pot. Seafood is layered in time. Slow hours simmering in a tall pot lengthen the silent prayer of the day into years to come.

			When the extended family arrives, prays, eats, and falls on the sofa with full bellies, the transmission is complete between father and daughter. I had observed his concentration. That day I chose a cook as my teacher. I chose the preparation of food as a ceremony, where cooking was not cooking. Together, my father and I chose the ancient work of stooping over the fire to prepare food for the community. We ate the food as medicine, the food that was prayed over, meditated with, where the bones of the animals were lifted in honor.

			Through the river, wind, and mountains, the bones say, the forms of life come and go. Impermanence is serenity. The ruins are forever being created and our excavations remain perpetually an activity of unburying the wisdom of our bones. Be still and unafraid. Like time, we will go into eternity and leave our bones to be rattled when someone digs into our story.
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			close to the earth—intimacy

			Scaled quail squabble and run together across dirt roads, making nests between small spaces. It’s a love affair. There seems to be genuine love between them, because they are each other. From here, it sounds like they talk the same language. The fact that they seem to know and prefer each other somehow says they are intimate, inseparable, moving with peace and harmony. Yet, as I observe this community of quail, I sense there’s another dimension to their togetherness. It isn’t because they are the same color or speak the same language. What I see is that they’re intimately tied together because they are fiercely connected to the land. They walk the land together. They talk, sing, and eat on the land. They create their homes from the tiniest amounts of grass and offerings of twigs and rocks. Imagine if they were not in relationship to the earth. Their lives would be chaos. The quail would not know where to go, whom to trust, or how to live. They could not rely on each other. From the earth beneath their feet comes the intimacy between them. Their interconnection to the earth ensures their relationships with each other. Interdependence with the earth is complete intimacy.

			I watch the quail move in step. Their necks push in and out. They scan the land, east and west. The afternoon sky darkens. The temperature is dropping. They know exactly where to go.

			The earth is guiding the quail. They’re listening. They make room for each other as they hurry along. They are silent as the rain begins to fall on their heads.

			The earth takes over and suddenly the cottonwoods that I have seen for months appear barer than before. They look just as soft as when they had leaves. It’s because I’ve grown intimate with them that I see their softness in the hard winter winds. I’ve noticed their shape and the dried grass that covers their feet.

			The winter winds sing. The chattering in my head stops. It’s the earth that I love most of all. I’m so close to the earth in this moment, my only thoughts are of the rain, of the coming snow, of the mountain ranges spread from here to there. The only voice is the earth’s. Trouble is far behind.

			I want to take off my shoes and bury my feet in the beloved earth but winter is coming and it’s too cold and the ground too hard. Winter is not the season for such a ritual. Instead, I wrap my body in a wool blanket. I look out on the open land. I am soothed by it. I can almost speak the language of the gathered clouds and hear the rivers running beneath the earth. If I were to walk outside at this very moment, in the winter cold, the depth of intimacy by which I live with the earth would be revealed. Do I still love it? Will I let it touch me? I tuck my feet further into the blanket.

			The earth is everywhere. The simple willingness to be close to the earth will open ground for the deepest peace. In such peace the stars are not far away.

			Stand still. Wind songs in the bitter cold will surface. The sweet tastes of life will come alive. Let the rain come down your mountain to your riverbed. Stand still. Distant birdsong will take you across the sky to where the song is being sung.

			The seasons come and go. The desert stays. The scaled quail wobble across the road. They eat seeds off the ground given to them by the neighbor. Bluebirds bathe nearby, and I imagine a bath for myself.
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			the sound of pouring tea—spontaneous meditation

			Orchids in pots along the windowsill bloomed weeks ago. Air seeps into the bedroom. The blossoms dance. I yearn for heat. A hot spring running alongside the house would be perfect. Tea will do. I sniff the steam of oolong. The tiny cup is hot.

			The tea will soothe the animal in me that wants to growl when it doesn’t get what it wants. The sound of tea being poured grabs hold of the beast. If there’s nothing to have, there’s still the listening, the simplicity of what’s in front of me, the renunciation of what’s desired.

			I sip the tea. It takes time that would otherwise be filled with fantasies. Instead, with tea on my tongue I appreciate life in an instant—not the whole of life from the beginning, but life that lasts the time it takes to swallow a sip. To drink tea is to share in its steam, the curve of the cup, and the taste of the earth through the leaves. This is a time to listen to how tea sounds when it’s poured. It’s sharing a time of stillness and breath, to listen in space and time, to admire the poetic movement of serving tea.

			An invitation to tea is an invitation to appreciate what the earth offers. Tea is medicine from the earth. It is the earth’s leaves, twigs, and dirt, coming together to create taste, smell, and touch. The hot water enhances the earth and brings it alive. We meet the earth in the tea. We meet the silence of the earth from which the tea came. It’s an experience of the unsurpassable suchness of life—just this. A tea invitation is a chance to listen to the earth being poured.

			I’ve been to many tea ceremonies, but my mind comes to rest on one in particular. I sit and watch two women, a Zen tea master and her assistant, serve tea on their knees. I am humbled by how they first listen into the room. Guests will practice how to listen too. First, we crawl into the teahouse on our knees. We wear white socks and are seated in front of the tea master. Everyone is invited to look around the teahouse, to notice the calligraphy on the wall, to see the thick ashes under the tea kettle. We are asked to study the craft of the teacup. If there’s a painting on it, then we study it.

			The message of the day is in the empty cup itself. The teacup is caressed with the left hand underneath and the right hand embracing the cup before it’s filled with tea from the earth. It takes both hands to hold a precious offering of clay and tea leaves. The cup mirrors the circle, no beginning and no end. Desire is held back.

			All is going well. There is peace in being led to tea. The tea master passes the container with the powder of matcha tea inside. A mountain made with the tea powder is revealed. It clings to the side of the container. There’s a cliff and homes hanging off it. At the same time, it’s simply powdered tea.

			The assistant takes the powder and makes the tea out of sight. There are secret chants she must do alone. The master passes out treats in the shape and colors of the earth. The tea is brought out and the master pours. We listen to the liquid earth falling softly into each cup. We bow on our knees with hands out flat on the tatami mat in gratitude for tasting the earth.

			The smell of the tea fills the nostrils. We drink. Slow. Pausing. The heat of the tea stills the tongue. We taste the special handcrafted treats from Japan. There are comments on how well they go with the tea. More tea means more silence of the earth.

			Spontaneous meditation occurs in pouring and drinking tea. No need to go after meditation, like hunting down some stranger. We run here and there, looking for comfort, softness, and healing. Right on the cushion with the tea master, there’s peace. If we don’t question what’s being offered, there’s peace.

			The tea ceremony is complete. We bow on bent knees to the tea master who knows how to serve the earth. We crawl out backward into the garden, into the world. We know nothing of serving tea. We experience compassion for not knowing.

			We have left the teahouse, a dojo for silence. I feel my own body can be the dojo, and from it, the earth can be poured from my heart out into the world. Beautiful statues of the Buddha enhance the senses, but I can see there’s no need for altars when the earth displays itself before you and draws itself out in you.

			The wisdom cultivated from the tea ceremony: sit with your mountain self and drink tea, communing with everything that surrounds you. The issues of the world await you on the other side, as does your original face, the one you came into the world with, and which resembles the great awakening of all life.

			What if pouring tea could be the activity that reflects our inherent silence and stillness as the body of earth that we are? In this way, we let the unsettling noises from our dark forests be the sound of discovery. We live with the vastness of life and are not stranded on the shore of our limitations. Seeing tea as from the earth, and the earth as ourselves, we understand life as awakened eons ago.

			At home, I pour oolong tea for the mountains. We bow.
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			full moon in autumn rain—rage and love

			Chimes hanging from the neighbor’s house play in the slightest breeze. My eyes open. In the light of the desert morning sky, the full moon is gone. But the urge to dance and sing in the full moon lingers. I wash my face with warm water. Wipe it dry. It’s early morning and I’m ready for the beauty of the earth.

			I sit down in my bedroom as the sun comes. Visions of living back in the city arise. It’s spring and I’m sitting on the deck of my former house. The morning smells of hundred-foot eucalyptus trees. I listen to crows and watch them soar toward the treetops. Even with concerns about the world we live in, I fly high with them. Crows have wings and it seems they don’t have a care in the world. But this isn’t true. Even with wings, babies are hungry and the parents battle for territory to bed down in every night. I can see this all from the deck.

			Peace fades with a thought of a long-gone memory of mistreatment and violence. The memory clashes with birdsong and sirens. Rage enters. Crows caw. I shake my head. Rage won’t leave from where it lives, which is in the back of my mind, a place that holds great details. I don’t quiet the rage for peace. Peace is not superior. Peace is persistent.

			Rage is persistent as well. I meditate while trembling with rage. It’s difficult, but possible. I breathe for a long time in the midst of city sirens and those thoughts of pain and the violence I experienced firsthand. My head is tight. I haven’t asked any questions, but from my own silence there’s a message. It says: rage is here because love is needed. Peace washes over me in the moment. Rage is asking me to consider love? Yes, perhaps begging me to do this. And then it will leave out the back door, which is the back of my mind.

			As I’m considering love, the morning sky gives way to a strong rain. I don’t want to go inside, leave the expansive deck of my hilltop home, just as I don’t want to wipe out rage and make space for a kind of vanilla love, infused with artificial sweetener. But I can consider love grown and harvested from rage.

			Rage repeats itself like a heartbeat marking suffering accumulated over a lifetime. Is love present and knocking in a rageful way?

			The rain lightens up. I return to the deck outside. I look up at the dark clouds—full and unmistakably ready to burst again and perhaps this time anoint my head, clear it, and blow prayers into it. The possibility of love coming through excites me. I am ready to moisten the dry spells of rage I have lived with most of my life. I look up at the sky and vow to learn how to call down rain.

			The memory of my city life fades for the moment. I have faith, sitting here in the desert and looking out my bedroom window. The cacti, with all of their thorns, still offer their juices. The piñon trees growing in the dry desert soil still offer their fruit. What’s dry is not necessarily dead.

			The neighbor’s chimes repeat their song. Last night’s full moon is gone, and a late autumn rain, much like the spring rain in the city, has come to the mountains.
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			yellow papaya—what’s new is ancient

			The fire blowing in the furnace is music. The lemon tree dances, empty of its lemons. It’s startling to see the missing yellow. Only the tree’s green leaves remain.

			In the kitchen, a friend shaves off the papaya’s yellow skin. Its orange inside revealed. She holds it. The sweet and sour of the fruit is on my tongue before tasting.

			In the other room, the day is yellow in a mild sun. It’s the color of the lemons that are missing.

			The furnace blows heat into the room. For some reason there are no songbirds, no city roosters, no hawks soaring over fir trees. There’s only the knife chopping the papaya. The hands of a friend moving up and down with the knife. The orange chunks of papaya sit, their seeds excavated. Is it possible for morning in the city to be quiet? Yes, when it’s early enough and folks are still sleeping. No mystery.

			The new day is not a mystery waiting to unfold. We try to bring new things into the world every day only to discover that whatever it is may not be wanted, may not fit, or more than that, is not new. It’s ancient. Time and space are ancient. Humans are ancient. Could a new day be a chance to remember what has been forgotten? Maybe in a new day we are to remember our alignment with the stars and planets. Perhaps in a new day we remember our own eyes as portals of peace when we stare at them in a mirror. In this new day, we remember that papaya being chopped, the tree empty of its lemons dancing in space, the moon leaving the sky, has been the way forever. Can we rest in what has been forever?

			When I think of my grandparents, whom I never laid eyes on, I feel that they’re still on the planet, inside of me. We are forever people, because every drop of humanity that has ever been is still here. We’re all forever beings, evolving. So, when a new day comes, there’s no mystery in the unfolding. We’re not creating something new as much as remembering what has always been.

			My friend starts to toss away the skin and seeds of the papaya. The morning becomes loud with the anxious song of a mourning dove. A crow caws in the middle of the mourning. My friend stops, listens, and then continues to throw out the papaya scraps, except the orange and luscious insides. She stops. There’s something inside her that remembers. She later finds out that papaya seeds are ancient medicine for humans. The bones of her ancient self said, “Save the seeds, save the ancient medicine.” This is new news she researched but also old news that rose within her and caused her to pause.

			What we think is new has actually been planted in our bone marrow long ago. Life is ancient. A new day will be lived out as the day before and the same for the day after this one, despite the events that will make us laugh, cry, or go crazy. To live a new day, although ancient, is to smile upon the day as if it’s a newborn. And although we have seen newborns many times, most of us still see the fascination of a new life coming from the womb of its mother. And when the evening comes and the new day starts to slip away, although it’s an ancient cosmic ceremony, we might smile upon the dying day as if we’re staring into the eyes of a dying loved one. We can look upon the dying day as if we’ve never seen such a thing, be fascinated with the coming and going and watch the day slip from our imagined grasp.

			Despite the green leaves, I miss the yellow of lemons from the lemon tree. My sorrow doesn’t last long when I remember the act of regeneration has happened for millions of years—the blossoms will appear and then the lemons will appear again. The lemons are ancient in that way. Papaya is ancient in its ability to continue through many generations. Its black seeds lined up in orange, wrapped in yellow skin, have been known forever. Its medicine has been known forever. We are ancient and forever people eating ancient and forever fruit, in ancient time and space.

			The sun is down. Stillness hovers. I look back on moments old and fading. Thoughts are left over from the day, meals have been eaten, and laughter treasured. Time has passed as usual with the unexpected. Night birds sing. The turn of the earth has darkened what was seen, so when we see again, life appears new. In the dark, the body reclines. Silence reaches out, seeps in, if we let it. And perhaps, just perhaps, peace is felt.
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			facing mountains—acknowledging each other

			The Sangre de Cristo Mountains’ whole face is mirrored in the rivers that flow through it. It would take hours to greet the mountain, to touch it. I would have to walk at least two hundred miles. And yet, the mountain reminds me that it’s inside me. The mountain crumbles and throws stones at its own feet. Does the mountain grieve what it has lost?

			Stones from the mountains break into smaller pieces and the smaller pieces break until the tiny rocks are so small that they turn into dirt and then into mud when the rain comes. My suffering is like the stones. I ponder mistakes and the times I’ve harmed others and have received harm. The harm given is the grief that reaches as deep as the rivers beneath the land on which I live. Many of the major stones are still quite large after decades. I want to pulverize them. I’m not sure if I have time to wait for them to get smaller on their own and become mud. And it’s not so simple to take a hammer to such large and heavy stones—stones that crumbled down my mountain to my feet years ago. Boulders prevent peace.

			I think of humanity as a range of mountains. To study our terrain makes peace possible. Remorse or regret for those we’ve hurt, or anger and rage toward those who’ve hurt us, become boulders. If we look up and see the mountains in each other we see the rain on the faces of those we hurt and those who hurt us. We feel the same warm rain upon our own cheeks. When we are blind to how we mirror the ridges and peaks of each other’s lives, then we are unable to hold life sacred. We continue to hurt, and hurt others.

			I look out at the Sangre de Cristo Mountains every morning. They stretch from where I can see them, here in Northern New Mexico, to southern Colorado, and all the way to Canada. When I walk by the window throughout the day, I stop and look. Many times, I have to sit down to take them in. This happens six to ten times a day. They appear as a painting with yellow and red dried grasses and plants that spread out before them. Sometimes I’m standing on the highest peak looking back at myself. Sometimes I’m lying at the foot of the range looking up into the face of Cristo. Sometimes I’m the wild animal resting in the mountain caves. And sometimes, there’s nothing, just the mountain. My life’s work is sitting still, listening, and spending time as a scribe for the mountains, the quail, the rabbits, the elm bugs, that come to visit.

			I could write about the conquistadores and the blood given and taken on the land where the mountains stand. Create a sense that something must be done for the harm and sacrifices made by the people of the land. But there’s a curve around the bend, which we can’t see until it’s time to see it. If we take action in blindness, the result is inevitable collision and pain. Who has not caused pain or been hurt? It’s human nature. What can we do about the blood that has been spilled?

			We can see the blood and know that as human beings we’re capable of inducing harm for whatever “justifiable” reason. We vow not to kill, and yet we still harm because we’re still human. We’re still connected to all harm and killing even if not by our own hands. What do we do with the pain of being human? How do we go beyond morality and legislation?

			If the mountain is inside, look into the eyes of others. There’s a reflection of mountains in each of us. We’re a range of mountains that speak when the wind blows through the openings created by our comings and goings, our living and dying. Our crumbling can be seen and heard. Walk lightly on the narrow paths of our mountain ranges. If there’s a cave that beckons—enter. Don’t climb the mountain without knowing that it’s you.

			To feel the inherent silence and stillness of the mountain is to feel myself. In that, there’s peace.
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			the naked nothing—joy in just sitting

			Another memory of California becomes a waking dream. 4:30 a.m. I wash my face, brush my teeth, make tea before the morning sit. The warm wool underwear that goes under Buddha’s robes is a second skin. The juban, the kimono, the koromo—three layers over the second skin—are lined up together and belted twice. And this is when it happens. A deep comfort and relaxation comes with getting ready to meet God—not the man, not the woman, but a presence that’s beyond mental comprehension. Robed and naked of the world’s clothing, I prepare to do nothing in the presence of nothing—spoken and unspoken. In this state, the eagle flies.

			Lifting the long medieval sleeves of the Zen robe, suddenly there’s a readiness to go to an imagined temple. It sits among trees far away from traffic. Arrival requires a long walk while listening to birds and rustling snakes, and the call of coyotes. There are no bells, no drums, no clacking, no talking, no instructions, nothing but the sound of feet walking. No one is waiting to say it’s time to sit. We just go and sit. The fantasy persists as I straighten my robes for the tenth time. Upon arrival, there are others who have made the same journey through the trees, down the same path. Everyone comes at the same time from an inner knowing, without a bell to let them know the time. Folks greet by bowing and sit quietly with no bells to start—nothing but the inner clock and the dark morning saying it’s time. There’s no cultivation of instructions, new habits, or routines that, when interrupted, throw the whole day off. There’s no idea what’s going to happen. Who will start up a chant or when. Who might offer flowers, water, or incense remains a mystery. No one is assigned to these. Someone must be called. Might they play the shakuhachi flute? And if someone is called to ring the bell, they ring it when called from the silence. Teachers and students, students and teachers are not only of each other but of the silence. Most of all, the fireplace is lit if it’s a cold day like today.

			5:15 a.m. End of fantasy. A gracious ride arrives to take me to the zendo unlike the one I imagined. I’m the teacher—whatever that means to the student driving. I mention to her that I’ve gone to the zendo every morning for years. She asks, “Every day?”

			I nod.

			“You must love to sit,” says the student.

			I nod again, “Sitting with silence, listening, is my way, my life. It has nothing to do with Zen, nothing to do with Buddhism. It has nothing to do with pleasure or joy. It has everything to do with being awake to this life and how I come awake. Being in the great awareness of the earth brings peace.”

			As we drive down the streets of Oakland to Berkeley, I remember our old zendo, which closed. Grief surfaces.

			It was a sanctuary in which we acknowledged our struggles. We carried into it heavy luggage filled with stories. I witnessed students open their luggage and unfold the items of their lives one by one, sit by sit. I unpacked as well. What do we think about this, and this, and this thing? Why did we bring that or this? What can we leave next time? Can we consider coming without anything, naked of our pasts? How will we look upon each other sitting and listening to the quiet without our luggage—the things we struggled with for decades? Will we come to know that what we once loved about ourselves has long ago become too small, too tight, and smells old?

			The road is dark as the student drives. The morning is chilly. I fold and tuck the long sleeves of my robe. I am without the binding clothes usually worn in the world. I am loose. I am free. I let go and sink into a wading pool of silence before arriving at the zendo. I anticipate the bliss of meeting awareness, meeting the silence from which birth came about and death will go into. By now I’ve died so many times in life, meditation is more of a reminder than a practice. “Oh, yes, here we go again.”

			The student parks the car close to the zendo. It’s difficult to walk far in full Zen robes. We enter the dark garden. We pass the silhouette of the lemon tree that sits in the middle of the garden and guards the entrance. We walk slowly to the wooden staircase. We are thirty minutes early and must wait in the cool morning for the zendo to be unlocked. Inside, the cushions are straightened, the candles are being lit, tiny bells are being rung to wake up the zendo, let the ancestors know we’re coming. Finally, the door is unlocked. We bow and we sit. We wait for everything and nothing to happen. Others arrive and we’re led in a ceremony that happens every day around the world.

			I sink into my bones. My head is relieved of stress with a robin’s song. The Japanese-style zendo is familiar. Not because of any ancient Japanese memory. Not because of the aesthetics of Japanese culture loved by many, but because the windows high above capture the sun, and the altar is centered as a secret gateway to enter into when the walls move in. There’s a profound silence no matter who we are or where we’ve come from. Few people in the world stop together, all at once, to listen to the world. In sitting, our hands are empty of things, and the energy in them is used to form mudras and gestures that symbolize well-being and create steadiness for wellness to enter.

			Is sitting enough? It’s enough when it presents itself as the thing to do. It’s enough of a response to the world, in the moment, though perhaps not exclusively. It’s enough to bow in recognition of our relationship as human beings. It’s enough to leave worldly professions outside, ideas and opinions, teachings, and ancient stories. There will be other places, people, and times for these things. Sitting in the presence of whatever created life is not the time to concentrate on what needs to be done in the world.

			When the chanting service is over, I smile and give thanks to the student who drove early this morning. I give thanks to all those who call me teacher, because they’ve trusted me. They have shared their souls. They have “grown me.” Through them, I’m more conscious of the ways I harm and invite harm into my life. I’m more patient, less rageful, more open to listening despite ideas of who I would like others to be. There’s nothing more authentic than showing up as the human beings that we are. A teacher can only walk with students whose lives remain in their own hands.

			A student might ask, “Can you be my teacher?” I wonder, “What have you done in life to prepare yourself to walk with another on a spiritual path? Are you looking for someone to save you? Are you willing to walk with the difficulties of seeing yourself once the teacher points you to yourself? Do you need a teacher or do you want someone who will validate all you know?”

			The student drives me home through the streets of Oakland. The sun is high and I’m more conscious that I’m dressed unlike anyone walking the streets on their way to work. Yet I feel comfortable in my black robes hanging loose off my body. I’m content with not blending in. It’s not necessary.

			Having returned home, I say goodbye to the student. She waves. I hear a bird that I cannot see. Only the song is familiar. This is life, I say.
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			the way without footsteps—creating without being the creator

			In the quiet morning, there are words to be written. I must catch them as they fly about my house. First, the past, the ancient story, lands. The breath takes over to allow the body to write. Next, the silence takes the pen. The silence is not talking or writing. It’s arising from the quiet. What the silence is saying is revealed in my writing.

			How do I know what is to be written? How do I translate a voice coming through silence? I have no doubt. I have heard the words over and over again throughout my life. You have probably heard the same messages of wisdom. And yet, the words must be repeated century after century. All wisdom is from the earth. I connect to the earth by observing it, communing with it as it speaks. First it may be the mind chattering. Next the interpretation of the chatter. Then the confusion, then the not knowing. Next, silence and more silence. Then, finally a silence that I could have never imagined. We must find a way to the voice of life’s mysteries—if not through silence, then through whatever means call to us.

			I remember once when a stone sculptor from Zimbabwe arrived to teach in Oakland. He was from the Shona tribe, which sculpts serpentine stone found in the region. Their way to the mystery of life is through stone. There’s a way of the stone and he has come to share it with us.

			After greeting us—a group of students and my sculpting teacher, who invited him—the guest sculptor talked briefly of his life. Then he raised his left hand, which was holding a mallet. He said in a beautiful, thick English mixed with his mother tongue, “This is the artist.” Then he raised his right hand and said, “This is the assistant.” There was silence. No one asked a question or said anything. In a few words, the teacher rendered himself invisible of his creations. In the way of the stone, he only offered his hands, his body as a conduit for the spirit of the stone to come through.

			He is not the sculptor, his words said. He is not his work. His living body is a pathway for what exists beyond his working body. His body is not the image used to produce the faces, the arms, the legs, and the body of his sculptures. What seeps in and sculpts its own face?

			We are not sculptors. We are open bodies of water by which the source of creations can come alive. Our left hand and our right hand, if connected to the source, will be directed to shape the stone, to solve the mystery. Discovering we have nothing to do with what gives birth, we students ask no questions. We are portals. If we are prepared through meditation, or anything that brings a state of consciousness for receiving, all that’s supposed to come through will come.

			The first piece of stone I choose to sculpt is strawberry alabaster. Its white and red swirls appear delicious. I intend to sculpt three faces out of its eighty pounds. Mallet and chisel in hand, I tap to see if the stone is integral, meaning, whether it’s weak or might crack. I begin to chisel away the pieces not needed, not wanted. Soon, the nose appears, but it’s taking up space from the other imagined faces. Next, the forehead takes its space. It’s big too. The lips are gigantic. I walk away for a few days. When I return, I close my eyes and feel the face, the huge nose and lips, the full cheeks. I begin to love this huge person. I let go of the other two faces and allow this gigantic face to exist. Next come huge hair, eyes, and ears. Throughout the months, with my eyes closed, I take time to feel the strawberry alabaster face come into being. Nearing completion, while I smooth out the rough edges, I walk around the heavy stone many times. One day, I walk around slowly and something astonishing comes into view. I notice three different faces in the one face—on the left appeared one look, on the right side another, and straight forward another. The three faces intended emerged on their own in the one face in the way they wanted to exist. I had nothing to do with it.

			True creativity has no creator. It’s the radiant one, as Jalal al-din Muhammad Balkhi, also known as Rumi, the ancient poet and teacher from Afghanistan (formerly Persia), calls the source of all things that have appeared in the world. The radiant one doesn’t speak but can be heard. My soul knows this. At home, outside the front door, there are low cacti with tall purple blooms. Cacti don’t create purple flowers. Their roots don’t create cacti. The earth doesn’t create roots for the cacti. The flowers, the roots, the earth, are created by the indescribable quiet creator that is silent—be it God, spirit, Tunkashila (Grandfather Sky in Lakota), creator, moon, Earth, the unnameable, or whatever has brought us into this life and continues to breathe us. It’s not in our hands. This is peace.

			I sit near a window to write. In the beginning it’s because I want to see out. As a child I needed to see trees and plants as I wrote. It made me feel good. As I sit this morning in the window, I realize it’s not so much about seeing out and feeling a particular way. I sit in the window so the mountains can come in. So the cottonwood tree can cross the illusory barrier and join in the creativity. It’s so poetry can climb through the window and make itself known.

			I offer to the radiant silence my left hand and my right hand—the artist and the assistant. I still the body for the manifestation that is not owned by me. The body breathes in and out. It’s a dynamic exchange between what can be felt but not touched, heard but not said, seen but not described. The unknown is met and is speaking this very moment. It’s not God in the personified sense. It speaks, but that doesn’t mean it’s a man, woman, animal, or the spirit of a person. It’s not solid or fluid, superior or inferior. It’s not embodied. It’s not transcendent. It’s not anything that has to do with anything we know.

			And yet I have spent time, yours and mine, speaking of what can barely be expressed. I bow and return to silence.
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			let loose the river—listening to pain

			A hill of soil with wildflowers descends into the street. Another cold morning in the city where I once lived. The light of the sun is barely present. A cascade of rain falls on the water pooled at the gate. Upon waking, my body presents itself in pain. Pain renders silence. Without voice, a deeper silence appears that doesn’t have pain in it. It’s the meeting of the sober silence—a guest hoped for when yearning for peace.

			When I became head student, or Shuso at the Zen center in a rite of passage from ordained Zen priest to novice teacher, a student asked me, “What should I do with chronic pain?” I shared from my experience: “There are these moments when there’s no pain. It might be a second, a minute, or five minutes. Dwell in that time.” To sit in that pause is not a tactic for relief. It’s an invitation for the most profound silence to come forth—a silence that doesn’t press against the bones or the muscles. A silence that is empty of everything. Empty of pain. Empty of the body in pain. The body letting loose its river.

			Silence doesn’t wait for recovery from pain. The body is recovered by this silence in the middle of pain.

			Many medicine people, healers, and spiritual teachers endure long periods of pain and illness in their lives. A messenger of healing was first a sick one awakened by the silence that speaks. In pain, they are rendered speechless. While speechless, they discover a profound silence that dislodges the pain and turns it into wisdom. From this experience comes wisdom and compassion for the body.

			Suffering from the severe pain of arthritis since I was seventeen, as an adult I found myself weeping one evening. I listened to myself as if someone else was crying. I don’t know what encouraged me, but I made a pact in the middle of my tears with whomever creates the substance of life and causes our birth—some call it God. I said, “I will do whatever you want, I will serve, if you release me from this pain.” For a moment, the pain dissolved. I sat up and for the first time discovered that there was a beautiful and peaceful pause inside the pain. It revealed that I had been carrying deep inner pain for decades and my body could no longer shift it. The more the messages came through, the more I realized that the pain was associated with fear, doubt, oppression, distrust, and rage. I knew about these things because I’d lived with them since childhood. What I didn’t know was that in the pain was also wisdom. That the pain was leading me to a kind of silence that would enable me to heal. I could see through the pain in this silence. Most of all I could speak in the pain that had rendered me silent.

			I began to paint, drum, and sing. I began to see other’s ancestral pain and was able to help them to see. While physical pain remains with me to this day, I am aware that I’m recovered by the silence in the midst of the pain. The body lets loose its river when the silence from pain leads to peace. Ultimately, I will leave the pain here on this earth. The most profound messages come to the dying body as it joins the ultimate silence of death. Words decline. Body in pain. Speechless.

			Dark clouds remain—full of healing water.

			The same student who asked about pain said they did not want to be thought of and treated as a person who has pain. She wanted to be just a person. I said, “Be a person.”

			The student was silent. Perhaps she was thinking of how to do such a thing. Would it mean seeing herself as a person rather than as a person with pain?

			Pain insists on you listening, not on being a healthy or sick person. Life is not what you can and can’t do. When pain comes, it’s not only about the function of the body. It’s about what you’re listening to. Can you listen to the silence brought by speechlessness within the pain? Remember there’s water in the clouds.

			The darkness of the evening covers the windows quickly in my desert house. The dark moves in, slows down the day and the pain. The bird songs are not like they were at dawn. The notes are drawn out and dive quickly into the ground. It’s time to stop reflecting, let go of being a conduit of messages. No bells needed. No chanting. Just the movement of the day into the night. Breathe in and out. I have nothing to do with the evening coming or the rise and fall of breathing.
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			just this—just shouting

			On any given spring evening in Oakland, evening meditation is water dripping from the faucet in rhythm. It falls into a bowl beneath the faucet. The full bowl of water overflows. The giving and receiving is slow enough that each drop brings attention. Sometimes two drops come together. The plane flying above the house joins the rhythm of the water dripping into the bowl. A hawk calls out high notes. Not for long. Cars groan across paved roads. The rhythm of the water dripping continues. And with the rhythm, inner silence remains.

			Suddenly, there’s shouting in the streets. My writing shifts. Writing that clashes with someone shouting is writing from the shouting and not the silence. Or is the shouting from the silence? Is there still suchness in the shouting, in the word? Suchness is just this. It’s a moment experienced without description or reason. Such as this shouting. A moment in life that, if spoken with too many words “such as this,” is no longer. If I describe the shouting and judge the person shouting, suchness moves on. Suchness lands when there’s nothing else to be said. Suchness. The meaning can be taught, the word looked up, and still it means nothing until it has been experienced.

			Keep writing in the shouting? Yes. It’s part of what is. Like a fleeting blue jay, a feather falls from its body, the bird flies—landing four hundred feet up, tipping a redwood tree. Maybe you don’t see the bird. Maybe you don’t see the feather falling. Maybe you have never seen a redwood tree or sat on the tip of one. The words still bring you to the experience that rose from the silence, like shouting. The words are not suchness in themselves but come from suchness—just that, just this. Just shouting.

			Suchness is a moment that is ancestral. If there’s a connection to those who have come before us, there’s a connection to suchness. A rare species of butterfly that was here before left its suchness for us. Seeing butterflies—ahhh, there it is, just that. Beings arise in potent moments of suchness and have done so a billion times.

			My poetry was born in the era of shouting. The onslaught of hatred at the time didn’t fit into seventeen syllables. The riots I witnessed could not be styled into iambic pentameter. Haiku clashed with the civil rights movement, where shouting felt necessary, and also screaming, if there were no words. Whipping out three to four poems a day to stay sane couldn’t have form. Shouting was the order.

			Shout I did. Reading Langston Hughes and Nikki Giovanni out loud in a shared bedroom with my youngest sister was a pastime. Listening to the Last Poets and Gil Scott-Heron called the restless soul and made it more restless. I was alive. I shouted to ultimately do what the ancient poet Rumi said in one of his poems of suchness: “Don’t fall back to sleep.”

			The inner silence speaks so clearly and frequently, its message begs to be captured. But the shouting, the poems of passion, persist. Poetry of description, of meaning, wants to live alongside the poetry of silence, of no meaning, no description, eternal and ever flowing.

			Decades later, reading the words of ancient Zen poets like Basho brought peace from the silence. But could the urgency of fighting/resisting/stopping injustice be heard if clinging to Basho?

			Yet the ancient Zen poems were fountains of water heard in the distance. The poetry of Ryokan or Rengetsu calms me. Does a child of the revolution bend down to smell and touch the flowers while some die in the streets?

			For guidance, I am called to ancient wisdom.

			The old Zen poets taught without teaching. They were guides into the silence, into suchness—bringing seekers to silence. The ancient poetry opened gateways to meadows or oceans. The words were a walk in the mountains or the forest without moving from one’s seat of stillness. Can shouting open a gateway? Yes.

			A child of the revolution can shout, bow down to smell the flowers, and write poetry filled with the ancient silence used by Basho. A revolutionary child can roll in the grass and pick blackberries, rest their head on the pillow of the earth, and watch the sun rise and the sun set, and meditate with the stars that are sure to come out at night. And if this revolutionary child feels like howling at the moon, they can do so with great force and from the heart. There is suchness in everything.

			Gatherers of silence are not quiet for quiet’s sake. Eventually, they are heard, and what is spoken will not come from fear, doubt, and distrust but from the dark waters beneath the earth that sing wisdom songs. Their shouting will not be ignored, their stopping to smell juniper will not be seen as losing pace or slipping away from the world. They will be in step with the earth.

			In the setting sun, I walk the trails lined with sage. I hear something behind me. I turn to see who’s following me. The wind blows in my ears. There’s no one, or so it appears. Nothing can be added if the experience of suchness is to be met.

			I bend down to smell the flowers in the middle of the resistance.
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			moss on rock—a livelihood of awakening

			On an early summer afternoon in Oakland, a discussion on the life of a monk, priest, nun, or priestess, dwindles into questions. The glare from the picture window is heightened. Looking downhill through oak trees, I drink tea with two friends I’ve known for thirty years. They ask me, “As a Zen priest, didn’t you take a vow of poverty? And now you are living that vow?” Was I? There’s no answer in the moment. Grappling with the questions, in the late afternoon, my stomach growls for more than tea. I reflect and sip the tea because this is all I have for my immediate hunger.

			Taking vows means dedicating my life to being a spiritual warrior. One does not have to take vows to take on such an honor. But taking the vows in ceremony says to others I’m committed to a particular path in this life. It’s a path that goes beyond Buddhism, beyond monasticism. It’s a path that stops being a path. You are left hanging in the galaxy with jewels in your pocket. This is what’s discovered if you can stay long enough.

			I bow my shaven head. I love these friends whom I have known for so long. They are concerned about my survival in the world. I’m concerned too. Can I live close to the earth and survive in a world that grows farther from it?

			The discussion turns toward the uncertainty of whether or not having taken complete ordination in the Western world is sane or insane, or neither. My hands are folded in my lap. I can see the bay and the lower hills of Millsmont in East Oakland. I look down at my hands. They are not different than a beggar’s living in the streets and needing food and shelter. I start to tear up thinking about the consequences of taking on this way of life, particularly when viewed through a Western lens.

			An ancient way called to me. In the old days, monks and nuns roamed the land in search of teachers and teachings. They were hungry beggars, but not for food or housing. Often, they slept in the open and starved. They were not looking for answers to their questions on daily living. They were seeking to be awake. They knew by their own suffering and the suffering in the world that they were blind to what was right in front of them, which was the nature of this life. They asked, “What is this life?”

			Hungry, I wanted to be awake. Much like the buddhas and sadhus of old—seekers of all ethnicities, genders, sexualities. They took time to roam the earth and discover the origin of birth and death. After years of walking, I lost track of seeking reciprocity in the form of money. My inheritance was the life my ancestors had given me. And, although I had successfully attended universities, earned a doctorate degree, earned decent salaries, received a sizable financial inheritance, and owned homes, I was lured by some kind of “buddhagod” to stop and find peace.

			As a Zen priest, I am with peace. When I wear my robes, I feel as though I’m returning to a self that remembers sitting on the earth, minding the medicine, and using the fire of life to divine wisdom. As I sit with my friends, I think if only it were the sixth century and I could take a spot in the forest for sitting, giving, and receiving. If offerings of flowers, incense, clothes, and a bowl of noodles could be delivered from time to time. If I could experience an organic reciprocity for sharing the messages received from silence, I wouldn’t need to spend time talking about how to survive. I trust being a daughter of the earth.

			My friends have many material possessions at their disposal, which they share generously. I couldn’t ease their concerns about how I will continue to survive in the world through old age and illness. Managing the marketplace shuts out the messages of silence and turns my head from my altar toward money, and money alone. My soul wants to remain with the path of awakening, to trust it.

			I sip my tea and my friends are still trying to see what about me is blocking the riches. I struggle, listening while feeling loyal to bringing medicine to our suffering. No matter what amount of money has passed through my hands—and there has been at least a million or more—and as much as I want money and it comes to me easily when it comes, the expression of my priesthood has proven to be something different than livelihood or vocation.

			I am called no matter whether there’s money or not. The robe is sealed into my DNA. Perhaps my taking up the robe was a return to what was in my bones before birth. Priesthood isn’t about Buddhism, Buddha, or Zen. It’s about having arrived into the world ordained, meaning destined to the realm of spiritual warrior. I didn’t know what to call myself when I felt, at a young age, this need to stop, sit, and observe a world that was in pain and conjure medicine for it.

			The sun and the tea are nearly gone. My friends praise me for being a teacher, but I can’t teach anyone how to access the depth of their own being, as I’m unsure of the steps or if there are any. I can’t teach the dharma as much as I can ponder the teachings with others, sit, and sip tea. Deep inquiries about life are exciting to me. I can only sit with you and see what we see.

			I may have started out seeking to improve myself, but that’s an endless crawl on one’s knees. When I stopped seeking to be anyone or anything, wisdom found me. I took vows committing to such wisdom—not just Buddhist vows, but a deep dedication to sustaining an inherent spiritual justice planted before our existence.

			Vows are accepting poetic invitations. The poetry is in the experience of living out that which you are dedicated to. And most of us are dedicated to something.

			What do I make of this life wrapped in a robe? Who is doing this life? I ask myself. I have not made it to an imagined mountaintop. And neither do I lie at the foot of the mountain, crying out that I have failed. Who has successfully climbed the mountain of life and who has failed at climbing what mountain?

			Priesthood. The silence says, do it anyway. Live close to the earth. Food and shelter are eternal gifts given time and time again. Don’t straddle the line between the material and nonmaterial realms. It’s a waste of time because there’s no line. There’s each moment, fused together—like moss on rock.

			It’s a wonderful life. Questions, always questions. And tea is always possible.
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			poetry of trees—facing destiny

			Just before leaving Oakland I visit one of my favorite parks. I walk the path where my footprints have been erased many times. Yellow blossoms on a hundred-foot sycamore tree, bare of its leaves, stand before me and deserve attention. They don’t move, not a twitch in the cool breeze of an early spring day. There’s no turning away from their beauty. Their poetry should be memorized. So I sit to listen.

			Slipping off my sandals, I dig my feet into the earth. The sun brightens. I imagine in ancient times hummingbirds hovering around the sycamore tree. Its yellow blossoms touched by honeybees long ago. The eyes of a deeper silence reveal that I am an heir to such beauty, an heir to the sycamore tree, the ancient hummingbird, and honeybees.

			Thousands of years have passed since the death of the tree’s ancestors and yet it’s still possible to see them in the bark of the tree standing before me. It’s still possible to see my mother’s hands in mine. The imprints of the past are sustained, which means the beauty remains as life. Fate or destiny is often what we grapple with as human beings. We fight against a feeling that our lives are predetermined and that we have no control. Are my hands destined to do the same deeds as my mother’s? Will humans today do as humans did yesterday? These questions have been addressed time and time again. The yellow blossoms of the tree have been passed on throughout many centuries. But it isn’t the legacy of beauty we worry about in regards to destiny. We are worried about controlling our fates so we toss the bad and try to keep the good things we’ve inherited. We wish to create what we think is a life filled with treasures.

			There are some scientists who are creating ways to bring forth the perfect human being. They manipulate in much the same way we do to manage our own lives. We discard the unwanted for a sense of perfection.

			Is possessing my mother’s hands perfection? I don’t know. She was not perfect. Of course, I wouldn’t chop off my hands to eliminate the things my mother passed to me that caused suffering. So, what am I to do if I don’t discard, destroy, or eliminate? I use what causes suffering, what is imperfect, what is destined, as a portal to see that I’m an heir of awakening. We are awake even if we are blind to it. There’s no need to be in control if we’re awake. Controlling for a better fate is impossible. Predetermination means there’s life and there’s death. What’s in life is not sealed. To allow a predetermined life to unfold with everything and everyone in it, is to honor destiny and to honor the four-legged ancestors in us that took the first steps or the winged ones in us who took the first flight. Fate is not the end of the world. There’s no end of the world. There’s an evolution of the world as it becomes something unimaginable.

			There’s infinite potential in human beings that is lost in trying to fool destiny. When we lose the mind that determines perfection, we can hear the poetry of trees. We can smell the fragrance and touch the ancestors of roses, eat the food of ancestors from ancient seeds, hear the ancestors’ song when we blow through the hollow bone of a bald eagle. The heirs of such beauty are alive in us.

			An old exhale from ancestors is breathed in this moment. There’s joy in the exchange. The tree will be in the world long after I leave. There’s no staying with the yellow blossoms. Making home with the moment is best. Someday the tree, a thousand years from now, will die. I will not hear of its leaving. So, I say now, I’m grateful for having met the tree. I’m grateful for sitting down to see and listen to it. I’m grateful for its peace.
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			poetic solitude—the poetic justice of Phillis Wheatley

			Sitting in the dark, listening to the last bird song, Earth turns away from the sun. In the desert we are on the edge of the turn. There’s an inner knowing of peace that comes with entering a silence beyond quiet. Reaching into the unknown, the poetic quiet uncoils into solitude. Suddenly, I see a different kind of inner monastic life—one without the monastery. A profound witnessing of life that wants to be laid down in words as an offering to the altar of silence.

			How could I not share the times when the sun bursts through the rain clouds and reveals my whole life? The action of writing through the chaos of the world engages the sun and the rain, which is to say poetry engages everything in life.

			This evening, a new moon causes me to pause and read Phillis Wheatley, an eighteenth-century poet. Of course she would present herself during a new moon that is begging me to write. Removed at the age of seven from West Africa, bought and sold, Phillis had to be a moon child. Under the moon, when others were asleep, her enslavement erupted into poetry. Her writing was her underground path to freedom. Her words the voice of the earth. Wheatley put ink to paper for solitude:

			
				Soon as the sun forsook the eastern main

				The pealing thunder shook the heav’nly plain;

				Majestic grandeur! From the zephyr’s wing,

				Exhales the incense of the blooming spring.

				Soft purl the streams, the birds renew their notes,

				And through the air their mingled music floats.

			

			She breathes into the chaos of a world weighed down with slavery. Still she attends to the experience of spring, thunder, and the wings of a zephyr. The birds renew their notes from their morning songs. No one knew that her life would be a conduit of radiance that would last for centuries as ancient poetry.

			I contemplate her words. The new moon of the evening moves to another spot in the sky. Wheatley and I live in the inner silence from where poetry comes. The need is not to be a poet or be heard. The need is to listen. In the listening, silence emerges as sanctuary. Refuge becomes poetic solitude, poetic justice. There’s peace without peacemaking. The struggle of the world melts into the beauty of itself when the words come from an experience of peace. Writing becomes meditation when it’s steeped in the essential.

			Who will show up in an inner monastery for poetic solitude? I must make a bed for my words as unknown travelers. I want to get to know them. Will anyone show up? It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter when or how. Creating the time and space in the middle of chaos will open the door and let the words in. The tea will be ready. The food cooked so as not to disturb the meeting of silence with silence. So, when the words come and I’m busy greeting them, the satsuma sweet potatoes will have already been boiled in lemongrass.

			Candlelight accompanies the stillness. Sitting at the desk in the spirit of Phillis Wheatley, my poetry has arrived for the evening. I’m excited for such justice for what I’ve endured. My fingers move fast. I try to settle down with deep breathing. A slow rhythm must be used in the transfer of words from their arrival from silence and their departure back into silence. These are moments that are slow but ruthlessly raw and unintentional. I’m sitting still. I write to hear. What is there to hear in the midst of destruction? What is there to know about the nature of living on the edge?

			A silent justice speaks. Its message rises through the movement of birds, the running of water, the moonlight on barren land. Justice is open—empty space and time to gather a fresh collective song. The silence is doing everything. I’m not making the silence. Poetic action is coming from the depth of the earth. Writing is poetic action.

			Words go back into the silence once they are written, heard, or read. To cling to them leaves little space and time for the new message, the new witnessing, the new poetic solitude and action.

			Which way does the water flow after the storm? Despite struggles, I chop the onions, garlic, and mince the ginger. Sauté. Mix with the boiled and peeled satsuma sweet potatoes. Purée with boiled water scented and flavored with lemongrass. There’s nothing to do but let the meeting of the senses happen. Watch and listen.
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			quest for waterfalls—repentance as renewal

			At the foot of the mountain at Zenshin-ji, in the Los Padres forest in Jamesburg, California, I taste clear creek water running over stones, when a sudden fear of dying arises with the heat. I had just survived hanging off a cliff. I sat at the creek while the other sojourners continued the walk. Waterfalls beckoned them.

			Alone, in the quiet, I’m angry that my body, unlike the others’, can’t make it to the waterfalls. Only one thing to do. Wait at the foot of the mountain. The cool water runs over each foot, a small amount is poured from cupped hands to head, another small amount from cupped hands to mouth. I try to rest.

			Looking around there’s only the mountain, the creek, trees, and the unknown creatures, crawling and lurking. Who lives in this free home? Listening to my breath rise and fall, a breeze bounces the limbs of blossom trees and moves the water. The movement is natural to the space. A pulse enters awareness that is slower than a heartbeat. It’s the earth breathing in and out. Slow and steady. The rhythm increases with time. Space expands. There’s more wilderness to see and feel when breathing. Reaching out for more water, I witness a hawk rise and scream, and yet silence persists.

			I’ve come to the monastery and still I don’t know the reason. I am to stay for a year, as a requirement before I’m ordained. I’m lucky if I make it a month with a body that rebels against stillness. And it resists, at times, what is being taught.

			The teacher leading the ango (practice period) speaks about repentance. Suddenly, I’m back in church, sitting alongside my older sister, on a hard pew. We’re teenagers sitting with our peers, listening. Everything the minister is telling us not to do is what teenagers do—drink, party, rebel, curse, and think about sex. At the end of the sermon comes a time for repentance. Folks line up to confess their sins. In all my years of sitting in church, I never walked up to the front of the church, repented for my sins, and asked for prayers. My life was between me and God. So, when the dharma teacher at Zenshin-ji begins to speak of repentance and students line up, I stand up and walk out of the zendo. I don’t want to have anything to do with confessing my sins.

			Marching out of the zendo was a one-woman private protest. Others may have wondered what triggered my leaving but I’m certain they didn’t know I was protesting alone against the idea of repentance. I marched down the dirt road of the monastery toward the bathhouse. Rule number one: never, ever go to the bathhouse during service. I went anyway. It was part of the resistance. I didn’t know I could move so fast. My black lay robes flowed in the wind. I was hot with rage. It felt as though God, whom I’d left at church, had entered the Buddhist monastery and asked for a confession. I raged at the dharma teacher. Why would he want us to repent?

			When I arrive at the bathhouse, I slip off my shoes and pause long enough to bow three times at the bathhouse altar. Bathing is meditation too. I stomp on the wooden plank and enter the dressing room. I rip off the robes and enter the showers. No time to dry off. I stomp out to the wet sauna with a towel wrapped around my naked body. I swing open the door to the sauna. The heat from the hot springs grabs my face. I clean the bench by splashing hot water on it, and plop down. I begin to scream. It echoes off the stones making up the walls of the sauna. No one hears except the squirrels and blue jays. The others are in the zendo repenting. I scream again and this time I ask aloud, “What’s happening here?” I could have been talking to God or to ancestors, or to anyone or anything that created life. I start to cry and ask the question again. I’m not interested in confessing. I refuse to think of my life in terms of good and bad deeds. I already regret many things in my life and I don’t want remorse to invade my whole being. What is repentance and why has it followed me here?

			I lay on the bench as the steam heated my body. I was grateful, beyond grateful, for how the waters were soothing me. I began to flow from the inside. Then it came to me. Repentance is a way of recognizing that when we think we are separate from everything and everyone, we suffer. Repentance, if viewed this way, would mean acknowledging being a part of harming, even if you don’t know what harm you’re causing. Repentance relieves a family, community, or sangha to know that you’re taking care and watching what you say and do. “I confess that I have harmed someone in the present or past.” In that statement, forgiveness and reconciliation are possible. The mental divide need not exist forever. A willingness to share in this way must come first to release regret and remorse.

			On the other hand, it’s not about me as an individual. It’s not an apology about what I stole or how I lied. Repentance is a collective ritual of healing. There are songs and meditations that help us repent. We sing church songs to release the burden of human frailty. Indigenous African and Native American songs of forgiveness exist so that we pause and recognize what we have and haven’t done well. We chant in the zendo, “…all my ancient twisted karma from beginningless greed, hate, and delusion.” The harm is ancient, it has traveled with us in our DNA. Harm has gone on for as long as there have been beings. So, when we atone for actions arising from our blindness and ignorance, we also atone for harm from eons ago. We are not apologizing but rather attending to sacrifices made of living beings in slavery, holocaust, massacres, trophy hunting of animals, destruction of plant medicines, or any great atrocity against life. In the end, repentance is not peacemaking. In repentance peace is revealed. It comes out from behind the veil of harm. There’s a chance for renewal.

			I can still feel and see the tears of church members who cried as they confessed and asked for prayers. I can see and feel the tears when the Lakota forgiveness song is sung.

			My mind returns to where I’m sitting thinking back on that day of repentance. I’m listening at the creek where my comrades left me. My inner silence blends with the surrounding silence. There aren’t two silences anymore—one internal and one external. No breathing in and out. Just breathing whole. I feel life shifting from me hanging off the cliff moments earlier to seeing the cliff holding onto me. Then no cliff, no one slipping off the cliff, while I sit at the creek.

			My friends return smiling. At first I’m jealous that I could not make it to the waterfalls. Then, I pause. I see the waterfalls in them. Like a photo of the falls themselves, the presence of my friends exudes the peace they’ve received from the falling water. One of them reaches down to help me to my feet. Except the person they left at the creek has become the creek in the wild summer breeze at Zenshin-ji.
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			quietly undone—disruption as nature

			I’ve been through catastrophic experiences that have dissolved everything—and there have been swift moments in life of being shaken loose and then recomposed. It happened once while strolling in my favorite park in Oakland filled with redwood trees dripping with rain.

			I can feel the paved road not allowing my feet to sink into the earth. I switch to a dirt path where the wet shavings of bark and dead leaves cushion my landings. The tall redwoods block the sun. Without any warning, a wind smothers my hearing. I am startled and chills take over. I stand still. Something out of my control is happening. My walk has taken a turn from a calm stroll to an uncertain venture. Next, I hear a dog barking and the sound of large wings hovers over my head. A vulture. I stand still as it swoops down, passing close. There’s nothing to do but stand there, unraveled. When doing is done and there’s nothing to do, you meet what can’t be imagined. You discover vultures don’t sing. They bark.

			We are to be undone. This is life. There’s no getting around it. We unravel over and over again. Life gets disrupted. We are thrown off. We face the unimaginable. It’s sobering, ending up in a place that we thought we’d never be. In that strange place we are quietly undone. We’re not who we thought we were. We burn away and then immediately we want to sweep up the ashes, or whittle and sand the charred pieces, to make a smooth mound of life—a mound that if breathed upon would come undone again.

			We create mountains from the shadows left behind by disruption, only to find out after climbing such mountains we could have just walked through them. We struggle when the waters of our lives are disturbed, and our reflections appear distorted and unfamiliar. We run from the waters. Being undone, we discover we’ve been fooled by wishing wells and have mistaken the fire of desire for radiance. We’re stunned.

			In solitude there are still surprises. A voice, a plane, an argument, the noises of life will enter solitude. Even living in a hut far from the world, the disturbance of the unknown can shake us. And sometimes we have no clue as to what is causing our undoing. What is this thing that pushes us over the cliff just when we think we have it all together?

			We live in societies that reinvent themselves after each destruction. Often, we use the same old bricks to rebuild. It’s a shortcut to quiet fear. We don’t have enough time to start from scratch. We won’t demolish constitutions, legislations, preambles of human rights that have long outlived their functionality. We simply attach legs to them—so many legs, that whatever it once was now exists as an unrecognizable monster and no one can find the body, the core, the breath, or the intention for peace.

			When what we intend for our lives has been destroyed, escaping the world is not possible if there’s an intention to live. We keep living knowing that in a moment, in a day, a year, disruption is coming. Couldn’t this be called magic? That something, of our own and not of our own choosing, comes and makes things appear and disappear in our lives. Our hands are unfolded. The palms are wiped clean of imaginings and made ready for what’s to come. Feet are made smooth when thorns are plucked from them. Our minds are blown open so that wisdom can be placed in them. An elixir of tears is gifted if we are fortunate. To be undone is a mystical occurrence, a state of being in which we are rendered, eyes opened, to the unknown. We see, hear, smell, taste, think, and can do nothing about it. All doing is done.

			What are we to do when we feel lost, a stranger in our own lives? We go through it. In the undoing of life, silence stretches into eternity—revealing stars in the dark. We cry at the destruction of a way of living caused by the sudden death of a loved one, the loss of a home, or the arrival of life-threatening illness. At the time of undoing, our gathered breath, stored in the belly for emergencies, is meant to be breathed out and heard in the wild, like a bird’s song, like a bison’s call. At the time of undoing, our cries, ascended from ancestors, are to be discharged into the world, out into the atmosphere of a million realms.

			In disruption we sink our feet deeper and listen for what is beneath the earth. We hone radiance for what it reveals. What is being said about centuries of violence? What’s being asked of us in the midst of injustice? Is the death of our loved ones the beginning of living together in a different way, while preparing us for our own leaving? Can a catastrophic experience lead to a large-scale awakening? Can peace express itself in the sound of vulture wings?

			To be undone is to be reminded that in nothingness there is peace. A peace-filled nothingness isn’t an annihilation of anything or anyone. It’s a nothingness that feels like a blanket of snow that covers, for a time, what you have taken for granted and rarely appreciate. The beauty of peaceful nothingness is that everything is there.
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			falling into canyons—fear of boundlessness

			The desert is boundless. I can feel the fear when I walk alone in the open. It feels like there’s nothing in the vastness. There’s nothing to hide behind or hold on to. For this same reason, I always feared going to the Grand Canyon. It was no different than my fear of swimming in the ocean. In my small mind, something much larger than me was capable of snatching life. I could fall into the canyon or drown in the sea. I feared the pull of boundlessness.

			One summer, I decided it was time to meet this boundlessness that giveth and taketh life—in essence, to meet fear. I was joined by a beloved. We spent the night in Williams, Arizona, and took off early the next morning to travel the south ridge of the Canyon.

			As I’d hoped, few folks are there when we arrive. We pull over to park. I step out of the car. The wind sucks at my breath. I walk slowly to an overlook. I turn the corner and the open gap with its staggering mountain sides and nowhere to go but down take my final breath. I go limp, trying hard not to faint. My knees tremble and buckle. I am giving in to that destiny of falling into the canyon. Except there’s no fear. I want to fall in.

			I have in fact leaped. Head first, wings spread. I am a condor soaring in the canyon. I am being held in the wind that greets me at the gateway. I see the ancient Natives at home on the cliffs across from us. In the end, I’m still standing on this side looking down and out in awe.

			Since that time, I’ve stepped off the hundred-foot pole, as they say in Zen. I’ve fallen into many canyons in my life and landed on my back, unable to jump onto my feet right away. Each time, while lying on the ground for days, serenity crawled up and out from inside. On the ground, I realize there’s no need to fear the open. The work after a fall into a vast canyon is to breathe, to remember creeks rolling over stones, and to consider that stepping off, going into the vastness, there may be peace.

			How far is a hundred-foot leap? A student asks in a Zen ceremony, in which as head student (Shuso), I’m invited to answer questions. There’s to be no thinking, just spontaneous messages that arise from sitting with silence. Some might say we are meant to speak the voice of spirit or ancestors—after all, we’ve been sitting for ninety days, mining such wisdom. I answer the student’s question: “However far and wide, it’s for you,” I say. The student repeats the question. “But Shuso, how far is a hundred-foot leap?” I pause and look the student in the eye, “I don’t know. How far is it?” The student asks the question again with great frustration, “How far is a hundred-foot leap?” I answer, “Only you’ll know once you leap.” I then pound the staff I’m holding on the piece of wood at my feet, driving the inquiry into the earth, giving it over from our small minds to the vastness from which the question arrived. The pounding allows the inquiry to stand still so that it can evolve into wisdom, so that it can be suspended in the vastness and not be weighed down by the mind.

			How far does one fall when stepping off a hundred-foot pole? Better yet, how do we step off a hundred-foot pole without falling? One who sits on top of a hundred-foot pole has reached a certain height. And once there, what? They must either climb down, or perhaps fall or jump to their death, real or existential. It’s a leap of faith to think you’ll survive the fall. But maybe there’s no hundred-foot pole or leap. There’s just standing fiercely at the edge of the vast canyons in your life, unafraid of slipping.

			We sit upon our accomplishments until the imagined pole grows old and thin. It snaps. We fall. We may fall into a canyon, and there on the ground, while we can’t move, serenity has time to crawl out from inside us. “How far down is serenity?” As close to the ground as possible. Lie on the ground as long as you can and when ready, ever so lightly, make footprints back in the direction of home, where your boundless heart lives.
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			sipping on silence—life as a hermit

			At a distance, the train whistles alongside the sacred Hudson River in New York City. The sun barely enters the narrow windows in the monastery where Capuchin Franciscan monks have faded into the walls. Austerity and simplicity scent the air. It’s the smell of hermits.

			A hermit’s life in nature is ordinary magic. The rising mist hovers over the mountains. Raindrops hang off the tips of leaves. Humidity rises from the warm earth. The wide river shines. A sound from the deep woods goes silent. And yet the hermit doesn’t have to be tucked in a cave. They can slip into their own inner mountain. And they don’t have to wait to be enlightened. They’re there as soon as the sweet taste of silence touches their lips and they discover a deep hunger for peace or a yearning for the state of being unborn that was never forgotten. Hermits feast on morning dew until their eyes glisten and their bellies are full of sky. They stagger to the next place to sit, allowing the sun to come through their hands and the trees to breathe them. Finally, the heart flower opens along the river water that flows in their heads. Mountains move in the stillness while hermits let free one breath and then another. This is the magic that comes from sipping on silence.

			There are bands of us, hermits that live in nature drunk on revelation. But we’re not addicted, because we can’t buy awareness or call for it when needed. We can’t control this state of being. It can’t be shaken off. When we finally see the width of the earth, a hall of meditation is no longer the only place for concentration. Life is a zendo.

			It takes a lifetime to allow nature to take over, to make life’s activity surrendering to the earth from which we came and will return to. There’s so much stripping down to do. Afterward, there is loving the raw material that is left of us. We must get used to how it feels and looks.

			The time comes when tightening what has fallen loose is a waste of energy. You let things fall and break at your feet. You become clear that stupidity is stupid. Doubt is living in reverse. Fear is a trickster. You have become a hermit without any effort.

			Hermithood, as a state of mind, happens when a deep yearning for nature turns out to be a yearning for the self we left behind while earning a living, raising a family, or keeping pace. The disconnect becomes so severe that we are desperate to engage the source of life, to live close to the earth, to see it constantly, to smell and hear it. To taste a pine nut is to taste the pine tree. To listen to a leaf fall is an uninterrupted conversation with the earth. To dedicate twenty-four hours a day to listening is not a sacrifice for the hermit. Listening is the lifeline to the deepest peace possible. There’s never any time lost in a day spent listening. The perpetual and eternal sounds of nature—including the utterances of human beings—are the feast of life.

			The train is arriving across the Hudson River for the third time. The old hallways of the monastery once filled with monks crawl with humans of the twenty-first century. Chatter and laughter bounce off high ceilings and fall again. Do I tell them I hear the old monks walking around and talking to each other at night? Do I tell them I’m a hermit too? That I stand right alongside everyone but I’m in my hut peeking out at them? That I’m waiting to speak from what I hear in the breeze? Thoughts from the last decade have gone stale on my tongue. I’m tired of the taste. Do I tell them my staring is because I am in awe of life?

			I don’t say anything. I watch. Our skin colors complement the beige walls. Our intent compliments the mind and life of hermits. Our quest to know goes unsolved despite our research. Solving sends the mind down a rabbit hole while the heart waits for us to return. The darkness of night will cover the windows soon. Dreams mixed with desires will float above our beds.

			In the morning birds will sing again. They must.
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			earth dancing—respecting each other

			Dreams creep up in the dark. Shadows move. The imagination takes over. Anticipating the light of the new day is to ignore the moon and the stars. A bird who loves to sing in the dark fills the silence. We sleep.

			The earth continues to dance until morning blooms like lilacs. Dreams slip. The sun casts off its redness. The dance of the earth is slow and deliberate. It brings cool breezes and a gang of white moths. Sage brush and cottonwood trees bend back and forth, horsetails resist, wildflowers surrender to the early morning dance of Earth.

			Wake up! Earth is unfolding. Dark into light. It will not settle for anything in between. It moves birds to sing over shimmering leaves. At first only the bold coyote is heard. Next the poetry beneath the earth’s dance becomes the music of the day. I will write. Yes, I will write. I will use the desert.

			The display of timeless desert willow and black-eyed Susans is the evidence. The desert is not bare. It is open. The ocean of dirt surrounding juniper bushes holds ant hills. Ant hills are shrines. Bones of deer are altars. Red-tail hawks are shamans screaming. Blue lizards drop into cracks on the path. The desert buzzes. Alive, in the waking dance of Earth. I write and speak to myself.

			A black beetle crawls in and out of cracks. The heat on the floor at the door burns. Evidence that the earth is still dancing. It’s rotating back into darkness. It’s halfway there from where it began waking. The things of the day don’t seem as important as the movement of time. It’s the dance of life: waking and sleeping, light and dark, past and future expressed in movement.

			A commitment to dance with the earth requires devotion. That is, the earth requires adoration. I love how it speaks, how it breathes. I love its water and medicine. I love its poetry. I adore it, have reverence for mother earth. Rev. Mother Earth.

			I am often called Reverend. One can’t call themselves a Reverend. It must come from those who have an adoration, an adoration to what is revered. What is being revered when a teacher is called Reverend? I remember a few hours after my ordination, at a reception, folks sat around at a friend’s house eating dessert and drinking tea. One person asked, “What are we to call you now that you’re ordained?” I smiled. I had no idea. Then I told a story about being called Venerable in Malaysia. I told them I was not ordained and still the nuns with whom I was staying called me Venerable. A person seated near me looked into my eyes and said, “I will never call you Venerable.” Her tone and the expression on her face stung. I raised my head and remained in silence. The room fell silent. I was not asking to be called Venerable. I was expressing how the nuns respect each other and everyone else by calling each other Venerable.

			Ten years later, I sit near the door of a Japanese temple in Oakland. I’m wearing the black and brown robes of a dharma teacher. As the Japanese members enter the temple they bow to me with great reverence. Some ask if they can enter. I’m shocked because it’s their temple. They built it and have been meditating there for many years. I’m a guest.

			As it continues, the bowing, the honoring, I sense their reverence is not about me. I suddenly understand the nuns calling me Venerable years earlier. Their adoration is not for me, the person. As the Japanese members in Oakland stand in front of me and bow, that realization goes deep. They are honoring the robe of liberation. They are honoring Buddha’s life as expressed in the wearing of robes. The wearing of robes and ordination expand to the width of an open desert.

			The earth is not required to speak to us, breathe for us, feed us, in order to be loved. The earth does not have to prove itself. Until hearts are as wide open as the desert—our shamanic screams heard in unison—a love looking for nothing in return is reverence. We must not be afraid of offering high respect to each other, as we are from the earth. We need not wear robes, or do something considered remarkable, to be seen and honored. To have been born and to live is enough. We are all Venerable ones. The earth turns toward the dark. Mosquitos feed on available flesh. Birds sing again. A night song for the earth dance. A windmill turns in the breeze. Cicadas shrill for the coming darkness. What has loosened from plants, from the living, floats to the ground—light or heavy—into the fading light. A day has dissolved. Words unspoken remain stained on the tongue. Mourning and regret take up space. Dreams await the open hand to guide awakening while sleeping.
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			insane—what poets do

			Muddy creeks run like clear ones, pushing wild grass silky to the touch and causing me to stop and look. The mulberry trees are dormant. A breeze lands on my forehead and bare feet. I’m ready to be in service of the words that will come from silence. To pen from raw passion stirs the heart and to pen what comes from the practice of deep listening over the years is to teach. In this way I am at the service of the voice that emerges from silence. Not of the quiet, but of what silence has to say.

			As a poet I open doors and windows to let life in, to listen to it, be stimulated by it. I may ring bells or burn the dried needles of cedar trees to open my heart. I might pray or drum in community or alone, waiting for the poem to come through the goat skin of the drum beneath the palms of my hands. And if the words should come from a persimmon, I let it speak of its own sweetness and orange skin. If silence comes and speaks while sweeping the floor, I stand still for the words that have been waiting in the greater abyss, perhaps for a thousand years.

			As a poet, I look into the faces of suffering, still their eyes in my mind. I hand back their suffering in poetry, hoping it speaks to their pain, even though I’ve never met them and they may never read a single word of my writings.

			I’m certain the words I write have been heard many times but arranged in a different way. But still I weep after giving birth to words that repeat themselves every generation, perhaps keeping alive a message from the beginning of time.

			On the other hand, I listen to that which does not utter a word. I hear a storm and the wings of birds I can’t see, and I can’t always capture them in words. Water running over my hands makes me wonder how gardenias feel in the rain and I don’t know, so I don’t say. I sit in the rain and hear ocean waves lapping the shore sixty miles away, and this too is indescribable.

			I have known poets who have scrubbed floors while taking care of other people’s babies, picked fruit in the orchard, lived on a reservation or in a hut, distant and unknown—their words scribbled down on paper bags. Their creative force remains inaudible. Their unique imaginations unheard. Their audience is looking for them but we don’t know them. Strangely enough, alienation can appear as solitude. It can be the muse, the light by which one becomes a poet and finds solace in words that are filled with contradiction.

			In searching for sanity, the dispossessed seek to overcome obstacles to creative expression—one being the fear of their own “room,” be it a place or their inner world. For one’s creativity can be seen as inadequate, or solitude can easily be seen as a selfish luxury for the privileged. Some poets may never have had their own beds, let alone their own room, in which peace could arise. I’ve asked myself, is it okay to take up time and space to listen when there’s so much to do? And if there is plenty of time, space, and resources, must they be shared so as not to appear greedy? Will time and space vanish as quickly as they came? Is it okay to write of despair, if it has proven to have more strength than happiness, and therefore feels more persistent and reliable? Has my poetry ever been an uninvited guest, showing up when I was busy? Have I ignored it or lacked the courage to deal with what this guest had brought to me?

			My poetry has shattered inside me when the truth was held down. Exposure is frightening and truth can be left to rattle in the wind. My mother’s caution passed through generations warns me not to speak ill of the family, much less speak about anything that is considered “the family’s business.” You must say nothing beyond the walls of home, even if silence speaks it. It may destroy the image you have worked hard to sustain. If you write, there will be written proof that you are in fact insane and as imperfect as you might feel. Secret cries at night are heard by Kuan Yin, the bodhisattva of compassion. You did not seek solitude. It was already in bed with you when the lights went out at night and you were intensely afraid of peace because it felt good. What did you give up?

			Sometimes when I awaken, my tears are dry, but I still taste the bitterness of nightmares. I’ve tasted them many times and have swallowed them down quickly, hoping to free myself of them. Sometimes they don’t go down so easily. I realize that nightmares are as real as poetry. In fact, I’m certain that poems and nightmares are often bound together in a twin relationship to be reckoned with.

			Fortunately, poetry is permeable. It comes through brick and mortar, cracked stucco, rotten wood, mud, and straw. Poetry has come from the interior of churches, synagogues, plantations, reservations, pueblos, castles, slave cabins, brothels, teepees, monasteries, caves, classrooms, farms, kitchens, front porches, backyards, sacred circles, jungles, rivers, oceans, mountains, and meadows. Within the various interiors from which poetry ascends, we hear the inner voices from those living in between the cracks. We hear the brutal honesty of our physical existence, our emotions, and our spiritual landscape. Some of us have been persecuted for revealing humanity without its clothes on.

			I have an insatiable appetite for what the earth offers, and I want to write down everything—including love or especially love, attained and unattained, as there is no other aspect of human nature that is inevitably associated with poets.

			Poets are indeed ready, in service to the silence found in vast fields and meadows, oceans and seas. If we have not already done it, poets will overcharge the world. Poetry will continue to strike lightning so that everything is seen.

			I walk quietly in the middle of nowhere. I see a fox prance between the juniper and sage bushes. The crackle of gravel beneath my feet startles it. I’m jumpy too. The fox enters the tall grasses where I can no longer see it. I move forward, aware that the desert is quiet and I’m not alone.
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			being yesterday—being time

			The sun seeps into the zendo in New Mexico. The smell of sandalwood drifts from the hallway. I adjust the long sleeves of my robe. The lingering taste of a Tibetan tea is on my tongue and settles the moment. Quiet at morning zazen, the desire to visit old friends, play, sing, and dance near the canyon and the mesa, surfaces. Each year we sing and dance, our prayers as strong as the call of coyotes. The different colors of the sky tint our skin. We are the color of the flags waving high over the arbor. The mesa in the distance watches. Still and without a word, ancestors kiss our eyelids. We dream together, chilled by monsoon rains. Missing my friends is to miss yesterday’s self, laughing and smoking cigars. Yesterday’s self wants the same laughter and old friends sitting in the same old places, outdoors, near the open fire, repeating stories that make us laugh. The feeling of being without them creates desire for time already lived.

			What makes us long for that which is no longer? Is it really gone? Everything we come upon in life seems to leave traces. The woman sitting on her rotting porch on Sapelo Island in Georgia two decades ago stays with me. The cows crossing the road at night on Extraterrestrial Highway still haunt me. The fascination of what appeared then and still appears now in some other place and time, calls my attention. We gather memories and store them, sift through them as a pastime. It feels important to us to remember, to recall what we were taught and who we know. Yet, remembering keeps us in places and with people that no longer exist in our lives. Memory replays our conversations, refuels emotions, and stimulates various sensations. The capacity to look back is a curse and a gift. We are taught clinging to the past or dreaming of the future is to suffer, as it takes us away from our present lives. As humans we can’t help thinking of both the past and the future. It’s human nature to consider time. It’s comforting to think back on what a grandparent shared with us in front of the fireplace. It’s a pleasure to dream of a future filled with what is missing in the present. We string moments along a rope like orange marigolds to be placed around our necks.

			We take time and whirl it into life so that we can feel, smell, taste, and reminisce. I’m not with my old friends. Still, buzzing flies and the smell of wet desert where I sit remind me of them. Time is taking an old form. I will eat a banana for breakfast, remembering old friends crawling in and out of sweat lodges. Last night’s rain drips from trees like tears falling, remembering the firelit faces of old sojourners who spirit walk. Ancient prayers are released in the smoke, rising from red dirt into the open sky.

			It feels as though time is not going by. Time is being. The old friends are time. The memory of them is time. The prayers said years ago are in the time being. The smell of the wet desert is here now as it was then. If being is all time, we need not worry about what we cling to in the past or dream of the future. If time is being, it’s impossible for it to pass into the past or future. Everything is being. If being is time, then we are time whether we are thinking of the past or future. And if we are time, then we are space, fire, water, air, and all dimensions of existence.

			What we see passing as time, what we hold as memories, is serial time, that happens within being time. The magic of our existence is that we can go through serial time, such as the seasons—winter, spring, summer, and fall—even though we are time itself. Remembering the earth as the source of life is to recall the earth as being time, and ourselves in such time. Time is what the web of life is made of.

			I heard of a family that recently lost a loved one. They shared photos of their beloved son from infancy to the age of his sudden death as a young adult. Cause unknown. It may not be comforting to his family to say he is still with us, or that his death exists in the same time as his life, or that his music is now in the time being. But what might be helpful is to know that the son in the time being, in death, was and is everything as he was in the realm of multidimensional time. He is his mother, father, brother, and siblings, because he is in them in this time. He is his friends and community. He is the loss and the grief. He is me in the time of being as I am made aware of his death. The feeling that he is not gone will last as long as those connected to him in time are alive, and as long as those who will come to Earth later are introduced to him.

			Being time is good fortune. It’s to be alive in a dynamic cosmology in which our state of being is steeped in time and space. We’re in the past, present, and future with each other all at once. If we’re living and dying, we’re living and dying together every moment. It’s no wonder our memories are so expansive. Being and time are inseparable. In the same way, peace is available here and now. It’s not separate from our lives. We don’t need to create peace as much as it needs to be realized.

			Missing old friends and a time with them already lived, is still being lived. A drawer in my house is filled with shawls gifted to me by sundancers. Clothes and earrings given away during the dances are still treasured. Our dance in the time being is time itself despite the frayed edges of what feels like the past.

			Thinking of my friends while sleeping throughout the night has caused my head to ache. I sit this morning in the zendo soothed by the drum. I’m grateful for the teachings. Later, I will ring small bells on my ancestors’ altar to let them know I haven’t forgotten them and that I’m in time with them. The winter cold is kept at bay with the heaters. I smell sage. But there is none burning where I sit.
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			at the edge of the earth—a cosmic ceremony

			Waves of wild desert grass blowing, an ocean in the desert. Fog hovers at the base of trees. The earth is inherently quiet and still. Bird songs in the vastness are barely heard above a breath. The coyotes’ ruckus is short and gives way to silence. The day is coming.

			At the edge of the earth, the sun’s light dares us to speak in the middle of its rising. It’s a ceremony of opening our eyes for the millionth time. The day is coming. A simple act of awakening in natural radiance. There’s no turning back. We were born into this daily ritual made of the sun, the moon, and the earth.

			The Ortiz Mountains, drenched with light, sit still. The vitex trees are posed with arms out, bare of their purple blossoms. Rabbits hop from their sleeping quarters along to the other side of the path. Last night’s dreams mixed with morning reflections confuse me. The mind chatter will come full into the light of the sun, as will everything else. Chant, sing, write poetry, pray and pray again, have tea or maybe coffee, all is available during the ceremony of the rising day. And as I imagine these things, the neighbor drives by fast in a truck in the middle of the ceremony of the rising sun.

			The car’s movement opens my eyes again. A different kind of opening, a different kind of eyes. I see this life can’t be owned. The radiance of the sun is given simply for me to see this truth—once I truly open my eyes. If the glare of the light makes it difficult to see that this life is not ours, then I wait until I can see without blinking, flinching, or resisting the intensity of what is being illuminated. What is to be seen is shown in the ceremony of the rising sun each day. We have nothing to do with this brilliance.

			In the desert, the coming of a new day seems to last longer. The silence lingers. I drink Tie Quan Yin tea too fast. I’m thinking of this and that and then this and that again. At times I feel I live where I used to live. Then I live where I’m living. Next I’m just living in hundreds of acres of red and yellow grasses and white-green bushes. I live surrounded by four mountain ranges on four sides, in four directions, that appear to be in a circle. It’s the whole planet in time and space.

			Braided sweetgrass I burn with fire honors the cosmic morning ceremony that we are in. The higher the sun, the more varied the blue. Horseflies sample my tea and lick at my skin. The eyes open, morning happens—over and over again.
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			from a billion years—heirs of the first light

			It’s pouring rain. Silhouettes of oak trees line the dark morning. I’m dressed in four layers of Japanese Zen robes. My head has been shaved to the skin. My flat feet are bare against the wooden floors of my house. I look out across our expansive deck, out into the horizon, out to the flatlands of Oakland that are hidden when the sun is not shining. I look back into the house. Ten altars have been energized with offerings of incense, flowers, bows, chants, and prayers for the beginning of a twenty-one-day ceremony. The sound of water splashes off the roof and against the windows.

			Those who are called to sitting meditation will soon arrive to join me. In a special ceremony, we will begin a journey from one altar to the next honoring ancestors, teachers, and wishing all loved ones’ well-being. We will bow at least two hundred times each day during the weeks to come.

			On day five, I’m exhausted and the rain hasn’t stopped. I bow on my knees, sometimes full prostrations on my bowing cloth. My forehead touches the floor another hundred times. The room is no longer familiar to me. I begin to stagger from altar to altar. On the back stairs I do not rest. We must chant going down and coming up. I’m becoming an heir to the life given me by parents and grandparents. Also, I’m led by the spirit of my dying teacher as I become her dharma heir.

			In the thousandth bow there’s a spontaneous knowing, there’s an instant and profound awakening that I am an heir to the very source of all life. I lift myself from the floor and sit on the chair, stunned. I look out at two-hundred-year-old oak trees as if I’ve never seen them before. I know in the moment that I could not have experienced those trees without the first ancestral light of existence. I look at my hands and ask, What is this life that is beaming through me from a billion years ago?

			We can’t comprehend the great lineage of life with our minds. This life has been held from the past to this moment. To know life in this way is to see humanity as a chain of entrustments. If we investigate the moment we were entrusted with life, see ancient eyes in our own eyes, see ancient faces in our face, then we might understand such entrustment is crucial to the survival of all life.

			Arousing the inheritance of life, I bow again. The last of agarwood chips burn. The wind groans in the rain. Branches heavy with water creak when the wind pushes them. Life was intimately transmitted to us from an ancient source all the way to our existence today. Without the understanding that we are to give life to each other, we are more likely to continue our legacies of oppression, genocide, or slavery. I take in water to quench a thirst that seems as old as time.

			Only a limited view of life can come from our minds. It comes from what we think life should look or feel like, or which life is more important. In such limitation, we miss that we are, right now, original life continuing the radiance of energy that began eons ago. It is difficult to take that in. Are we a source of life beaming from billions of years ago? What is this life? And for what reason have we been entrusted with it?

			The winter rain is ruthless against the windowpanes. I smell the leeks in the pot of soup the students made for my lunch. The red bush tea from Africa simmers. My bones are tight. I shift in this awakening on the fifth day of the ceremony. I’m aware that we have been called to energize this ancient life that runs through us. If we meet each other and ourselves in such a primordial way, it wakes us up to that which is ancient and aligns with Earth.

			I sip the bush tea with anticipation of soup and sourdough bread to come. Spending many years on a religious or spiritual journey is an effort to relive that day I was born. We know we were birthed, but most of us can’t remember. We are aware of our birthdays year after year, not knowing how we arrived. We go on about our lives with this lapse of memory, being joined by a trillion other people who also have no memory of the transmission.

			Ancestral light has been moving with us from the day we were born. Before our birth the light was here. It was waiting for us. It helped us to see and to move in life. It’s a light that begs to be acknowledged so we find ourselves going to church, synagogue, temple, sweat lodge, or spiritual path carved of our own mountains. We may come to a spiritual path thinking we are doing something grand for ourselves, that we are achieving and accomplishing something, when really we are being led and we don’t know what or who has us by the hand. How is it that we can’t truly say who or what sent us? How do we acknowledge life when it is beyond our minds or intellects?

			Our ceremonies and rituals are arranged to remind us of this unknown birth and death. We prostrate, offer flowers to the unknown even if it has been named God, Goddess, Orisha, Spirit, or nothing.

			Still, we are expected to honor the nonbeing who provided a place for us here on Earth. There might have been an invitation to come or we may have been forced into life for our own good. No one knows.

			Toward the end of my bowing ceremony for the day, I can see that when each of us were born we opened our eyes and knew all things. We didn’t know what was mess and what wasn’t. We came with our eyes closed and the light opened them. One day we will close our eyes again and these things will not be anymore. It’s all in accord with the earth we live upon. Do we fear this?

			I snuff out the candles on each altar. It’s difficult to talk about these realizations that come as I bow and bow. There’s no proof of life as awakening itself, other than being alive on this planet. I bow as I remove my okesa, the long cloth worn over the left shoulder. It’s not a piece of cloth. It has no market value. Its worth can’t be measured. I fold the okesa in the way I have been taught. First one fold, then another. It’s the symbol of love and liberation. The okesa is a field where blessedness can be planted and harvested. It’s a form that expresses no form. Our life is a form that expresses no form as we transmit it to one another. A corner of the room is lit by the sun. My hands are lit by the sun. My okesa is lit by the sun. The rain has stopped.

			We are living an ancient life in present time. Can the understanding that we have all been entrusted with life save us from destroying one another? What if we are entrusted many times over in order to strengthen the power of life?

			I change to my samue, Zen work clothes. I sweep the front porch of fallen leaves. I clean the bathroom, which also has an altar with a verse and calligraphy about bathing. I wash my face. Soon it will be time for soup and sourdough bread. The last days of the ceremony will be completed at the temple.
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			written in the dirt—the message of awakened ancestors

			I sit near the door of my house. The steam of my pu’er tea drifts in the direction of the mourning doves’ cooing. I see the faces of my mother and father in the mountains. They’ve died but have never left. I write in the dirt with a fallen twig: at death we leave behind the radiance of our lives.

			These words remind me of the poet Jokin Keizan Zenji. I imagine him making slow ink brush strokes, writing down the wisdom of the awakened ancestors that radiates in all of us: unsurpassable bright lives are born of other unsurpassable bright lives.

			The ink fades at the tail of his last stroke. He dips his brush tip into the stone that holds the ink. At the beginning, the black liquid dribbles on homemade rice paper. Finally, his hand dances with the brush. He writes on the paper that was once rice, that was once a seed, that was once dirt: we receive the face of those with transmitted light with nothing lacking.

			The ancient radiance of the first awakening is in our eyes, our faces. All the joy and faith in the world were given and received at birth. The power to enact the original awakening on this earth is present if we are aware of such power.

			The mourning dove still coos. I pour tea over the words I wrote in the dirt. There’s only a spot of mud there now. I look into the mud and realize the fruit of the earth was created in infinite time, before Buddha, before Christ. This ancient and infinite life is reflected in each of us. In our faces we can see the great ones from ancient times. If we want to see them, we can look eye-to-eye, face-to-face, stand body-to-body, even though the original awakened ones do not stand before us. This is what I remember of Jokin’s poetry.

			I am still sitting in the sun beneath a tree full of mulberries. I greet the ancestors who lit my face before my existence. I try not to run in fear of the radiance I resemble, which is to say, to not run in fear of myself. If I have not seen myself then how can I know myself as the heir of wisdom transmitted eons ago?

			I sip my tea and look at my feet. It must have been a shock when upon my birth the earth took shape. Trees came into view. I smelled gardenias, heard the wings of hummingbirds, tasted mother’s milk, and my eyes were cleansed with tears.

			Thousands of years have passed since the death of those I came from and yet it’s still possible to offer incense, flowers, food, to bow to them, ring bells, or blow a whistle made from the bone of a bald eagle. This is so I can clear my ears and write on the earth what is being said.

			Jokin listened. He brushed the wisdom of awakened ancestors in ink made of charcoal, made of burnt branches, with a brush made from the hair of a goat: like a dream your mind cannot think this but you do not have to dream of this either.

			Aware of the beginning of time, we know that what we seek is already done. Peace is in that knowing. Peace is knowing that we’ve not just come to Earth but have been here through a lineage of awakenings. When we listen and look deeply into each other we can hear the wisdom in the cooing of mourning doves. Awakened ancestors spoke through the silence and Jokin’s hand brushed it in ink. I stand and begin to walk in meditation with the essence of Jokin’s poetry.

			I take a step and breathe.

			
				here is this life

				you can see with this life all nature

				in your eye, your face, and your body

			

			I breathe and take two slow deliberate steps.

			
				through an inherited source of light, you can see

			

			I breathe and take two more steps.

			
				a life that can be achieved, possessed, named, and controlled is not the ancient

				life we were given we walk with an ancient life

			

			Breathe and take three steps.

			
				the mountains are mirrors of our faces

				the rivers mirrors of our bodies

			

			Breathing and standing in place for a moment.

			
				we are the ancient life before we knew life

				there is no end to this life being given and received

			

			Now, keep breathing, keep walking.

			In infinite time, my bones are a thousand years old. The tea I sip has touched my lips over millennia. The mulberry tree was over my head before I was born. The tree and the tea are grandparents from long ago and this is why I recognize them. And still, I can’t grasp with the mind my resemblance of the radiance from the tree or the tea. I can only walk the earth a million times.

		

	
		
			
			
				[image: old age, illness, and death—blooms of spring persist]
			

		

	
		
			
				
				
					[image: ]
				

			
			sacred work—exchanging life

			The winter ice sits on sage bushes. It slips off the windows from the heat inside my home. Small birds dance on the bare branches of the cottonwood trees. The scent of burning resin, gathered from the ground beneath juniper trees, fills the room. It is quiet but also not. The birds still sing.

			And I’m resting.

			It is a practice of mine to rest. My parents worked hard their entire lives. Watching them work day and night, I made a secret vow as a child to stop and allow the peace of my father’s St. Augustine grass to feed me. I enjoyed just sitting looking out. My mother called it daydreaming. Looking back, I would say that I was meditating. The stillness and concentration of just being brought joy and deep nourishment in a world that felt crazy.

			Resting in a state of awareness sustains peace. When I feel extreme emotions such as grief or anger, I take time to sit with how I feel without rationalizing or finding justification. I simply acknowledge that something is happening as I breathe through life, and the tears I shed are evidence of healing. When I feel disconnected from people around me, long walks in the woods among the trees can bring me back to the nature of life, and I’m sustained by my return to the earth. When I’m listening to music—especially my own drumming—a note, a rift, can often touch places deep inside, previously unknown to me. Yet, I can’t just decide that crying, walking in the woods, or listening to music will always be nourishing experiences that lead to a state of rest. Underneath these activities there must be a vow of peace—meaning, I must be willing to stop, take time, and acknowledge the life entrusted to me.

			A vow for peace is as grand as any other vow, and although it feels almost impossible, this commitment to peace has moved many in this world. There have been long cycles of accomplishments and new visions over the years. And there have been frayed nerves, bouts of stress, times of weariness, pain, and hopelessness. Peace workers, I suspect, find it challenging to balance the enormous number of hours of activism work with the need to be nourished. The peace that is not “worked,” but surfaces in stopping and resting, is one of vast possibilities.

			Once, I’d just returned to California from New Mexico feeling tired and out of sorts. I complained of not being able to get to the zendo and felt my practice was not where it ought to be. The teacher looked at me with much caring and said, “You don’t believe that resting is part of your practice.” There was a long pause. If I made resting a part of my practice then the deep nourishment that comes from following the path of dharma would be available to me. A nourished life is one in which I care for myself so that I can engage a spiritual life without exhaustion.

			Experiencing peace need not be an arduous journey of endless work but rather a moment-by-moment effort of resting in order to engage in loving intimacy with others. In this way, a deeply nourished life can take the direction of liberation by which production (labor) is not the measure of our worth. A vow to rest is a vow for peace.

			With a vow for peace that includes rest, we can sustain our alignment with the regeneration of the earth. Like Earth, life must regenerate itself within us and around us. We are Earth, wrapped with a cloak of skin, muscles, and bones to protect us, and sent here without reason. We were sent to be sent. We arrived to arrive. We were passed on for a purpose that can only reveal itself in how we live and not in what we decide is our purpose.

			We are given a life to sustain. What would it be like to sustain our lives in the way we seek to sustain the planet? What would it look like to have an interrelationship among us that led to rest and nourishment for all, not just certain segments of our society? What if we looked at our level of energy in relationship to our capacity to continue the lineage of all life? Can leisure lead to awakening?

			We are born. Along the way we discover that our sacred work is to share life among all living beings. We need energy to do this. Without energy, awakening is not possible. Peace is not possible. Without an exchange of life force between us we remain clueless and allow fear of each other to destroy us.

			The sacred exchange of life, not only between human beings, not only in giving birth, but in giving life to life, requires a state of awareness that comes with rest and the nourishment of our bodies. And yet life belongs to no one. We don’t receive it as if someone had handed it to us. Many say our mothers and fathers gave us life. But this isn’t true. The continuation of life, the giving and receiving, is a sacred act that comes through you as it came through your parents.

			My words rest in the winter sun that melts the ice on the dirt road out front. The day is moving on, yet I’m still steeped in the mystery of what I’m exploring here.

			Four-legged, winged ones, creepy crawlers, and those who swim beneath the sea, easily transmit their life energy to one another without effort, and in the end they sustain their collectivity and purpose. They seem able to sustain life in alignment with Earth. When we don’t have the energy or lack the concern to exchange life with each other, life feels stagnant in the sea of things that is the world. The flow of peace is submerged.

			Like ice melts and makes drinking water for tiny birds, we need to develop the capacity to hold each other. It’s the state of belovedness. This state is ancient and has little to do with whom we’ll marry or create a family with. Belovedness is an unbounded way of living. We arrive as beloveds. The newborn arrives filled with love, even before falling asleep in the arms of another. And the guardians of that child respond (or not) to the love the baby brings. The baby arrives in the state of belovedness and gives us an experience of love. It’s the parents who’ll learn about love through the infant. The baby gifts its love to us whether we’re ready or not. We came ready. Rest in that.

			No tea today. My room smells of New Mexico piñon coffee brewing in the kitchen. The quiet in the vast landscape of dried grasses brings a smile. Soon, I’ll drink coffee sweetened with a little coconut sugar and listen to the quiet.
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			hollow bones—how to soar

			I sit on the floor in front of my altar where the sun cascades onto the hardwood floors. I light a candle and dried cedar needles. Candle light flickers against the gold-leafed vases. My own chanting enters my heart as medicine, echoing in the dark cave of my chest, calling me out into the possibility of newness. For years, I’ve used the struggle of life as firm ground to push off into the air. At the altar holding a mala and chanting that morning, I’m no longer interested in fighting all my days and nights.

			A clear and constant message many of us receive as children, after we’ve flown into this world, wings spread, is that we can’t stay up in the sky. When we are taught this, we fall from above, our bodies as regal and heavy as bald eagles.

			Fortunately, the bodies of bald eagles are strong. They use their thick muscles to gather strength and take off into the air. They move from heaviness, stretching into their wingspan. When they reach a certain height in the sky, there’s no weight. Their hollow bones are so light it’s as if they have no bones. Emptiness enables them to soar.

			Many Native Americans make ceremonial whistles from these bones. When air is blown through them, the eagle can sing again. The great spirit of our existence can play its song. The ancestor eagle sings from such hollowness and we remember the “soft animal of our bodies that loves what it loves,” as Mary Oliver says in her poem “Wild Geese.” Not loves what it craves or feels pleasured by, but loves what it remembers of itself, the place that is untouched by suffering, where there is no struggle, a place where flight in the sky of life is possible. In the hollow bone, we identify only with the air, that which does not weigh us down. To identify with the vast nothingness is to see ourselves as the forest, the ocean, the air blown through hollow bones.

			This message is not the one that Native American teachings, prayers, ceremonies, and rituals offer regarding the eagle spirit. I’m using the symbol of the eagle and its hollow bones as a metaphor of struggle and flight in our lives.

			Was I willing to exchange the legacy of struggle for the songs I came with? Was I willing to let go of the thoughts and habits and replace them with the ancestral hollow bones, in which I could experience emptiness until I heard my original voice? Where was the soft animal of myself, the one untouched by suffering, and what did it love?

			Struggle exists. The eagle spends time looking for food to feed the body. In this sense we are like the eagle, we find ways to survive. In a spiritual sense we hunt for what will feed our souls. It’s necessary. It’s when struggle shadows our innate peace that we lose touch with our ability to soar. Although suffering exists, it’s not our nature. Physical survival is not our main task on Earth. We are meant to fly.

			As aspirants of the hollow bones we are light enough to aspire toward our blissful nature in the midst of struggle.

			My soft animal walks about the floor of the earth and dreams of resting on the foliage sprouting on mountaintops. My soft animal loves when the wind sounds like rain and the rain sounds like the ocean. It loves to bow as an act of compassion. It loves when hardness sparks a fire, but also when deep breath settles the flames so that they can be used to see through. It loves when everything unravels, the tangled knots come loose, and there’s nothing to do but wait in the silence. My animal loves to love ordinary things for their ordinariness. It loves falling into the spiral of life and conspiring with ancestors. My soft animal loves to fly.

			Sometimes I hear all the eagle whistles blowing. The high shrill lifting feet, being sent into the fullness of emptiness. The hollow life, filled with wind, can’t die. Nothing dies in nothingness.

			I burn the dried leaves of cedar trees. The smoke is heavy but I don’t cough, I pray. I fan my feather to see all there is to see.
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			longing for sun—never-ending compassion

			A hawk’s call echoes in the distance. The desert land is becoming a dear friend. I sit often with it, observing it, waiting to see what it will do next. What surprise will come out of it? Isn’t this life? We wait to see what will come. Trees begin to shed themselves bare as winter approaches. Clouds appear as the ocean, hanging low to the ground with the tiniest sunrise peeking over them. Finches fly into the ocean clouds singing away the last of autumn. Rain is expected and may disappoint those who long for the sun.

			We go to great lengths to save all beings from disappointment, from dissatisfaction, from despair. Some promise to suffer as long as there is suffering. Instead, I walk alongside the sufferer. I offer the best dose of liberation I can muster up, without a word spoken. I find it best to be singing when engaging suffering, which is to say that in order to engage from the place of freedom, I need to have experienced freedom. If I’m weighed down by my own pain, I can only witness the pain of others and do nothing about it. Without having honed the wisdom from one’s own suffering, compassion becomes a shallow place of condolences, apologies, sympathy, sorrow, or worry on behalf of those suffering.

			Compassion is not to affirm our suffering or love, but to be awakened to the fact that we share this life. Compassion is not in the realm of behavior. It’s not kindness or niceness. It’s not pity, sympathy, mercy, empathy, or charity because those things require that we look upon another as not ourselves. In feeling into my animal self, compassion is an experience of life that rises in the midst of our suffering. Compassion is a presence and experience that arises when one feels an acceptance of the vulnerable, suffering human being. Compassion is not a thing to accomplish, wrapped as a present, given as a gift, or practiced. It can only boil up in the deepest pain until it spills into the laps of those who surround you. This is the experience of peace in a circle of humanity that lives together rather than in one group exploiting another.

			Compassion is when the snow falls heavy and softens the path of rabbits scampering to safety. It’s the ocean, so vast it brings water to every continent. We cannot become this.

			As the full moon on a clear winter night, we are seen in the light of our perfect imperfections, in the pain and fragility of our humanity. I walk with contradictions in a life designed to greet all there is. From each illusion will come enlightenment, if I keep walking as I am, one foot in front of the other, headed to take a seat in the circle of earth beings. The incense flows. I am calm with the woody smells of the Mama, the earth that delivered me perfectly imperfect.

			The winter hovers outside the front door. It’s too cold to open it. I look out the window at the clear night and its stars. I see infinity as far as it will let me. The darkness has wrapped itself around everything. There is no escaping it. I sink beneath my blankets, rubbing my feet until the friction brings heat. Such an ancient thing we do as humans. I expect that in the middle of the night the cold spots in my bed will disappear.
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			fire in the drylands—holding embers of the first fire

			It’s another winter day. I notice the clumps of ice created weeks ago still surround my house. I am bundled for a walk and grateful there’s no need to shovel snow. I turn up a beaten path. My face is chilled as I stroll through dryland with a blend of feather grass and bush muhly. The cold finds a way in. I’ll have to conjure heat from within.

			In the distance, I see a woman the color of coal wearing a sarong and a short-sleeved T-shirt. Her hair is short, kinked and clumped together. She squats as she stokes a fire in the middle of the drylands. The flames shoot from a pit in the ground. She looks back at me. She smiles, as if to say “I’m here to help you.” She turns back toward the fire. It blazes. She says with her back to me, “Tend your fires. Do not burn the house down.” She and the fire disappear.

			Her appearance is a vision from the past. For what reason has she returned to me? I continue to walk. A lizard whips its tail against the earth. I notice the footprints of coyotes in the soft red dirt. Coyotes live in the drylands where there is a constant threat of fire. They must protect their lives. As I am of the wild, like the coyote, I know it’s not a physical house the woman in the vision is speaking of. She’s talking about my life. It could burn away if I’m not paying attention. I could be a threat to my own life if I don’t tend my fires. If I don’t take care, I can’t live in peace.

			The fire of our existence is a perpetual fire that was lit long before any of us came to Earth. We have no knowledge of how it was lit. We have no knowledge of how we are here. An ember of this fire was placed inside each of us. The constant burning and light of this first fire is life. This fire, if not attended to, burns out and life is lost. This flame of life exists within peace. The fire doesn’t go out in the presence of peace.

			I pull my scarf around my neck. The wind shifts sideways. The temperature drops. I don’t want to lose my life. I’ve committed to tending the original fire within. When I’m feeling drained, the ember from the original fire needs stoking. I’ll need to remain awake to stoke this fire. I’ll need to add breath to it so that it burns. To tend the fire is to remain connected to the origin of humanity, to my ancestors.

			The woman appears again. She’s carrying the antlers of a deer. She hands them to me. These are not my first pair. Ah! It’s gentleness that I’ll need, not just breath and not just wakefulness. I take them. I see the antlers as gifts to help me stoke the fire, to help keep an open channel to peace.

			The clouds have taken on the shapes and darkness of the mountains. The red fire of the sun stands behind them. The woman appears for the third time. Except she is not at the fire. It burns alone. She’s standing by a cottonwood tree cleaning her feet of soot by rubbing dirt on them. Her work with me is over. She smiles and nods. I nod. I look around. She disappears.

			Along the road I’m grateful it’s so far out that there are no cars or people crowding my mind. But there are shadows, clumps of scat from bobcats, and deep holes dug into the earth for those who live below in the winter. I send a prayer down. May it go to the deepest part of the earth.

			A flicker of light in the distance. Oh, yes, there are fires in the drylands. Embers smoldering inside all that is living. How can we say we are not loved when the earth gives us our very breath?
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