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At my installation service last January, our children were engaged by our Director of Religious Education with a lesson from the Vietnamese Buddhist teacher, Thich Nhat Han.   I’ve offered this exercise a few times.  I took notes after one of the times I offered this lesson, and this is how it went:



“What is this?” I asked.  “A piece of paper,” one of the children inevitably replies.  The adults, smelling trouble, never answer this question.  

“What do you see in this piece of paper?”  

“White.”  “Sharp corners, you could hurt yourself.”  “I see sunlight reflecting on it.”  “I see your hand.”

“Well, I see a tree.”

“Where?!”  Lots of stares, as if the paper were a very thin computer screen.

One child said, “Paper is made of trees.”

“That’s right – so if you look carefully at this paper, with your imagination you can see a tree which was used to make this paper.  A tree went into this paper.  Now what things go into making a tree?”

The answers rushed in. “Soil.  Water.” “Sunlight.” It’s great what kids are learning about ecology in school, especially here in Eugene.  

“How does water come to a tree?”

“It rains.”  “It could be next to a stream, with its roots in the water.”  “Or a lake.”  

So soil, sunlight, and water go into a tree, which goes into paper, so all of those things are in this paper.  “Where does rain come from?”

“Clouds.”  

“So clouds are in here too!  Now, what besides a tree goes into making paper?”  The time I documented this exercise I was particularly impressed with the children’s knowledge of paper production:  “Water, pulp, recycled paper…”  

“And where does that take place?”

“At a mill.”

“So the mill is in this paper too?”

“Yes.”

“And who works at the mill?”

Long pause.  “Mill workers.”  

“The people who make the paper, they’re in this paper too.  And all that goes into making them who they are, that goes into this paper, too.  

“What are the things that go into you?”

The answers come: food, water, and so on.  

“What goes into you that helps make you different than others?”  

“My parents.  My cat.  My grandparents.  My friends.  Books...”

I find this a refreshing conversation to have with children, and with adults, too.  

Who are we, anyway?  What makes us who we are?  If we can reframe our minds a little and see a tree, a millworker, and a cloud in a piece of paper, then how might we see one another, and ourselves?  And what implications might this have for how we live, for the choices we make and the habits we follow?  

This is a rich and complex subject.  That’s why I began with this simple Buddhist lesson about paper, which reduces interlocking ideas to an essence so pure that children, with their fresh, intuitive minds, can grasp it readily.  And when I say “grasp it,” I mean not only “understand it,” but “grasp it”!  When children are lead by an adult to look at a piece of paper and see the lakes and dirt and machinery and people that went into making it, they become excited and grab onto this perspective.  I believe they grasp it so passionately because it’s like a shining rope hanging down from the sky, a way to rise above the boring adult world where calcified categories and boundaries stifle the imagination.  We need imagination to break through our ingrained illusions and guide us to reality.  One of the realities our stubborn minds most ignore is our interconnectedness with all things.

Now, there’s a fine line between imaginative breakthroughs to the Truth and flaky nonsense.   The distinctions that become calcified in our minds all serve useful purposes.  On one level, this is a piece of paper, not a tree, not a cloud, not a mill worker. (rip paper)  If I were to get in this pulpit and tear apart a tree with my bare hands, let alone a cloud or a mill, we wouldn’t be talking about much else for several months. It’s useful to distinguish this manifestation of tree and water and sunlight from others, especially when we want to write or print something from the computer.  

And yet, this paper could not exist without trees, or clouds, or the people who work at a paper mill.  The same is true of us.  Each of us is a distinct entity, with histories, yearnings, talents, hopes, dreams, regrets, commitments, relationships.  Each of us is an individual, and should be respected as such.  

And, each of us is made up of thousands of other things.  We are what we eat: we forget this basic truth at our peril.  To some extent, our personal histories shape our present and future.  Our culture helps to govern what is possible for us, particularly if we have internalized our culture’s categories and the values assigned to them.  Families, genetics, the weather, art, music, friendships, loves, politics, all of these things and many more go into us.  

Buddhism teaches interconnectedness.  It shows us that nothing is permanent, that change is the only constant, and that everything is part of everything else.  It dissolves the illusory distinctions separating the self from the world.  

Many people, Americans particularly, turn to Buddhism for freedom from worry.  If the self or at least the ego is an illusion, and if everything is transient, then there is no need to be upset about anything.  Right?  Not exactly.

Joanna Macy addresses this common distortion of Buddhism in her book, World as Lover, World as Self.  She cautions against interpretations of Buddhism that affirm the underlying changing nature of life without recognizing the importance, even the preciousness, of each form.  Living Buddhism does not mean detachment from the world, but detachment from the ego, she says.  She illustrates this common confusion with a story:

One sunny morning on a street corner in Berkeley, where I live, I ran into a woman I had met at a meditation retreat.  We stopped to talk, calling each other’s attention to the beauty of the day.  When she asked, “How are you doing?”, I lifted the newspaper in my hand, with its headlines of troop movements to the Persian Gulf.  “I’m worried sick that we are heading into a war,” I told her. 

Ella listened for a few minutes, then shook her head in sweet concern and smiled.  “Those are just passing events,” she said, “If you focus on them like that, you just add to their suffering.  From a higher perspective, it is all in our minds.”  

Many people use spiritual practices, including Buddhist meditation, to attempt to escape into a realm free of suffering.  But according to Joanna Macy, the Buddha saw nothing as being free of the continual flow of life, the radical impermanence of all things.  Our interdependence is the ultimate reality.  Process is the ultimate reality. We should seek not to rise above all of the hurts of the world, but to let them speak to us.  Wars and murders and environmental disasters are not just in our minds: they are real.  The horror and grief we feel in response reminds us that we are not isolated beings, but living systems, connected to other living systems.

Deep Ecology is a philosophy and way of life that draws from ecology and systems theory, as well as Buddhism.  It sees life in terms of living systems interacting with one another.  Each system adapts, or fails to adapt, to changing circumstances.  Systems strive for stability and yet they rely for survival on their ability to gather feedback and make adjustments.  

There’s much more to this theory than we can explore here today.  Today I emphasize this aspect alone: Human beings, individuals and society, are essentially living systems like any other.  We differ from other systems primarily in our degree of self-consciousness.  We are aware of ourselves and our ability to make choices.  This self-awareness leads us to falsely believe that we are independent of others.  Compared with other living systems, human beings and human groups easily become closed systems.  We fail to notice the information that tells us to change.  We don’t adapt.  The problem is not lack of information, but our unwillingness or inability to take in the information.

This is the bad news of being human: we think we’re gods.  We think we’re above it all.  We even think we’re above one another.

And here’s the good news of being human: we have the capacity for choice.  Our remarkable self-consciousness is an asset as well as a hindrance.  We can re-open our systems.  We can allow grief to open our pores.  We can allow our horror at our treatment of the planet, and each other, to be a reminder of how connected we are.  

And here’s more good news that Deep Ecology brings to us: our interconnectedness means that our actions have rippling effects throughout many systems.  When we practice compassion with ourselves, we bring compassion into the lives of those around us.  When those around us are met with compassion, they in turn will likely act with more compassion.  

And here’s more good news: The openings in our system that allow us to recognize violence and feel grief or anger, these openings also allow us to recognize beauty and feel gratitude and awe, even love.  While recognizing our very real connections with the earth and with one another can bring pain, it  also makes us most fully alive.   

As Joanna Macy puts it, “This capacity to suffer reveals our caring and our deep interconnections with all life-forms.  From that ‘interbeing’ arises the power to act and the power to heal… It emboldens us to walk out in the world as into our own hearts… At each step it is evident that action on behalf of life transforms… As we work to heal the Earth, the Earth heals us.”

We are not alone.  All around us, every moment of the day, the world is crying out to us, “Wake up!  Open up!  This is all one life, and you are part of it.”  We don’t need to wait until we are enlightened, or free of sin, or completed our psychotherapy goals.  Although we are imperfect, we can help contribute to the healing of the world merely by paying attention and looking for our cues.  

If we listen, Life itself will help us find our steps, and we needn’t think too many steps ahead.  Just put one foot in front of the other.  Living this way, not as isolated beings, but living beings aware of our interdependence, we will help other people pay attention and live this way, too.  And when that happens, we will be promoting Peace without even realizing it.

We are distinct beings.  And we are living systems, “flow-throughs” for life.  If you ever forget this, close your eyes and pay attention to your breath.  Feel life flowing through you.  And then open your eyes, and see the rest of life breathing as well.

Blessed be.
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