Report and Recommendations of the
SnowFlower Sangha Committee on Diversity
November 19, 20151

_____________________________________________________________
I.

INTRODUCTION.

SnowFlower Sangha (“SnowFlower,” “SF” or “the Sangha”) should commit to
creating, implementing and sustaining a program to address diversity and
related subjects.2 This report of the SnowFlower Committee on Diversity (“the
Committee” or “we”) explains why this commitment is consistent with the
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An earlier version of this report was circulated on September 27, 2015. This version corrects
By “diversity and related subjects,” (alternatively, “Diversity”) we mean the range of issues
included in multicultural awareness, understood here as the attempt to benefit ourselves and
our society by achieving “a greater understanding, sensitivity, and appreciation of the history,
values, experiences, and lifestyles of groups[,]” including groups based upon race, ethnicity,
gender, gender identification, sexual orientation, religious affiliation, socio-economic status,
and mental and physical abilities. See the University of Norte Dame Counseling Center’s
website available at: http://ucc.nd.edu/self-help/multicultural-awareness (last visited
September 6, 2015.) In the context of race, we intend to extend “diversity and related
subjects” and “Diversity” to also include such terms as “individual,” “institutional” and
“structural racism,” and “white privilege” as defined in the Aspen Institute’s Glossary for
Understanding the Dismantling Structural Racism/Promoting Racial Equity Analysis (the
“Glossary.”) See Appendix D, downloaded from
http://www.aspeninstitute.org/sites/default/files/content/docs/rcc/RCC- Structural-RacismGlossary.pdf (Visited on June 30, 2015; the Glossary is no longer available at this link.)
In the context of race, we also intend that the terms “diversity and related subjects” or
“Diversity” include “implicit bias,” , a term that means our thoughts, feelings attitudes,
stereotypes and other hidden biases outside of conscious awareness and control that influence
perception, judgment, and action. See http://www.projectimplicit.net/index.html (Last visited
November 9, 2015).
2

1

teachings of the Buddha as interpreted by Thich Nhat Hanh and other
contemporary Buddhist teachers. The report then outlines the suggested scope
and details of this commitment. At its core, such a diversity program would
seek to foster greater multicultural understanding and engagement among
Sangha members. Finally, this report is offered as a resource to members;
accordingly our quotes and cites are perhaps longer and greater than otherwise
needed. When in doubt, we have erred on the side of comprehensiveness.
After summarizing in Section II the formation and meetings of the Committee,
we discuss in Section III the teachings of the Buddha and present-day teachers
that reflect a strong commitment to sangha diversity.3 In Section IV we
recommend various steps the Sangha could take to address these issues, steps
that are both general and specific in scope. As to the latter, we suggest and
explain why our initial focus should address Diversity issues associated with
persons of color and transgender persons, all the while not lessening our
commitment to ensure that as a Sangha, SnowFlower is, and is perceived as
being, open and welcoming to all.
These are just recommendations. They are neither intended to be exclusive
nor unchangeable to the ideas that undoubtedly will be offered by
SnowFlower’s representatives on its governing councils and by other Sangha
members. We look forward to these discussions.
It is our great hope that a Sangha Diversity program will help uncover and then
heal the wounds of our separation, a term used here both in its Buddhist sense
and in its historical/societal sense. That many of us are unaware of these
wounds is at the heart of the issues waiting to be addressed.
II.

COMMITTEE OVERVIEW.

Due to well-publicized incidents involving “stand your ground laws,” and
extremely troubling incidents of police violence against people of color, the
issues of implicit bias, racial diversity and equity have gained national
attention. In response, last year Heather Mann gave a Dharma talk in which
she expressed her concern about the Sangha’s lack of racial diversity.
As a result of Heather’s talk and subsequent requests by interested Sangha
members, the Care Taking and Steering Councils (the “Councils”) approved the
creation of this Committee,4 requesting that it “study and recommend actions
3

When used without capitalization, the term “diversity” has the meaning as stated in the
Glossary.
4
Committee membership remained in flux throughout 2015. For purposes of this report, the
Committee’s members consist of Joe Fishback, Ben Hair, Keith Hazelton, Curt Pawlisch, Karen
Reppen and Sue Laughrin. The Committee acknowledges and appreciates the significant
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for the Sangha to take on the issue of diversity so as to support, protect and
enhance the practice of the Sangha and its members.”5 The Councils accepted
Curt Pawlisch’s offer to chair the Committee’s first meeting, a role Committee
members affirmed until the Committee had submitted its recommendations.6
The Committee met on February 14, March 14, and July 18, 2015 for the
purpose of issue identification and discussion. As a result of these discussions
and further study, the Committee chair prepared and circulated a draft report
for member review and comment. The Committee approved the draft report
without change on September 26, 2015.
III.

THE BUDDHA DEMONSTRATED A COMMITMENT TO DIVERSITY, A
COMMITMENT THAT IS CONTINUED IN THE TEACHINGS OF THICH NHAT
HANH AND HIS CONTEMORARIES.

A. The Buddha Sought An Inclusive Sangha.
More than 2500 years ago the Buddha rejected the discrimination and
inequality inherent in his society and instead opened his sangha to persons of
all castes. In Old Path, White Clouds, Thay illustrates this rejection by
recounting when the Buddha invited a woman from the untouchable class to
join his sangha:
We have no caste in our sangha. Several untouchable men have
already been ordained as bhikkhus. Venerable Sunita, so highly
regarded by King Pasenadi, was an untouchable. If you wanted to
become a bhikkhuni, you would be the first nun to come from the
untouchables.7
Likewise, in both the Metta Sutta and the Sutra of the White Clad Disciple,8 the
Buddha urges us respectively to extend loving kindness and compassion to all
beings without discrimination and to value all persons by their virtue and not
by their family or caste.9 Just as a mother loves and protects her only child,
contributions it received from its former members: Diane Austin, Carol Rubin and He Jingying.
A special thank you to Heather Mann and Susan Pearsall for their review of this draft.
5
See Appendix C, Ad Hoc Snowflower Diversity Committee, February 14, 2015 Meeting Minutes;
see Appendix C for the minutes of each Committee meeting.
6
Id.
7
See Thich Nhat Hanh, Old Path White Clouds: Walking in the Footsteps of the Buddha at 389
(Parallax Press 1991).
8
Thich Nhat Hanh uses the Pali word when referring to this teaching. See Thich Nhat Hanh,
Teachings on Love at 11 (Parallax Press 1998)(“Teachings On Love”).
9
See Teachings on Love at 11-12 (Parallax Press 1998)(quoting the Metta Sutta); see also Thich
Nhat Hanh, For A Future To Be Possible, Commentaries on the Five Mindfulness Trainings at
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the Buddha says in the Metta Sutta, we should cultivate boundless love to all
living beings, extending wishes of happiness to “beings who are frail or strong,
tall or short, big or small, visible or not visible, near or far away, already born
or yet to be born.”10 This, he says, is “the noblest way of living.”11 In the Sutra
of the White Clad Disciple, the Buddha tells us that, just as the value of an ox
is not determined by its various colors or places of origin, but instead by its
ability to transport, so too should we not determine the value of a human being
by his or family or caste, but instead by his or her virtuousness.12 The greatest
happiness, he teaches, is achieved by making offerings to those who are “truly
virtuous.”13
B.

Thich Nhat Hanh Embraces And Values Sangha Diversity.

Thich Nhat Hanh has emphasized the importance of Sangha diversity in several
ways, including authoring book on the topic,14 offering retreats for people of
color, and teaching about Engaged Buddhism and the importance of Sangha
building. He self-identifies as a person of color and notes that he has been a
victim of racial hatred in our country.15
Thay has taught that Engaged Buddhism in the context of the Vietnam WarThay
required an expansive awareness that extended beyond the meditation hall to
the bombed villages, that heard the “the cries of the wounded children,” and

206-08 (Parallax Press, 1998)(quoting the Sutra on the White Clad Disciple)(hereinafter “For A
Future To Be Possible”). Both teachings are provided in full in Appendix A.
10
See Teachings on Love at 11-12). Teachers who emphasize the importance of greater sangha
diversity frequently cite the Metta Sutta. See, e.g., Mushim (Patricia) Ikeda of the East Bay
Meditation Center, “(EBMC”) Real Refuge: Building Inclusive and Welcoming Sanghas “Bias and
Privilege,” Week 3, August 19th, 2013, an online retreat available at
www.tricycle.com/retreats. Ms. Ikeda asks sanghas to look deeply at “who is not in the room,”
a form of practice she bases upon the Metta Sutta’s reference to “the visible and invisible.”
Drawing from the transcript on her online retreat, we have prepared a skeletal draft of this
practice (see Appendix B); we invite others to develop it further. Alternatively, further work
on the draft could be assigned to a permanent Diversity Committee. See infra, Section
IV.A.2.a.
11
See Teachings on Love at 11-12.
12
See For A Future To Be Possible at 206-08.
13
Id.
14
Thich Nhat Hanh, Together We Are One: Honoring Our Diversity, Celebrating Our Connection,
(Parallax Press, Kindle ed. 2010)(hereinafter, “Together We Are One”). The topic of diversity
is strongly evident in Friends On The Path, a book on Sangha building that Jack Lawlor
compiled from Thay’s Dharma talks and the works of other contributors in the Thich Nhat Hanh
tradition. See e.g., Thich Nhat Hanh, Friends On The Path (Parallax Press 2002)(“Friends On
The Path”), Charles King, “Embracing Diversity in the Mindfulness, Diversity and Social Change
Sangha at 215-23; Larry Yang, “Directing the Mind Towards Practices in Diversity” at 225-28;
and “Metta as Diversity Practice” (developed by Larry Yang, Appendix II at 278-81).
15
Together We Are One at Kindle Locations 704-13.
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saw “the pain of adults whose houses [had] been destroyed.”16 Living in
awareness, then and now, Thay writes, is the most important precept: “To
know what is going on, not only here, but there,”17 and with such awareness to
“do something to change the course of things.”18 It is no accident that each of
the Five Mindfulness Trainings begins with the clause, “Aware of . . .”.19 As
discussed in Section IV, it was an awareness of the “cries of the wounded
children,” that led to the creation of the Diversity Committee and these
recommendations.
We likewise note that Thay’s First and Second Mindfulness Trainings are
particularly applicable in the context of Diversity. In relevant part, they urge
us to become aware of, and act to relieve, the suffering caused by the loss of
life, exploitation and social injustice. The trainings direct us to:
•
•

•
•
•

Cultivate insight on interbeing and compassion and learning ways to
protect the lives of all people;
Look deeply to see that:
o harmful actions arise from anger, fear, greed, and
intolerance, emotions that arise from dualistic and
discriminative thinking;
o our happiness and suffering are not separate from the
happiness and suffering of others;
Cultivate openness, non-discrimination, and non-attachment to views in
order to transform violence
Practice generosity in our thinking, speaking and acting; and,
Share our time, energy and material resources with those who are in
need.20

Importantly, we benefit from our work on Diversity. A lack of diversity creates
suffering for ourselves and others, a suffering about which we may not be fully
aware, the “hidden wound” as one poet has called it.” 21 In Together We Are
One, Honoring Our Diversity, Celebrating Our Connection, Thay addresses the
suffering caused by the inferiority complex, the superiority complex and the
equality complex:
If we have only one way of thinking, one way of acting, we
16

Thich Nhat Hanh, The World We Have: A Buddhist Approach to Peace and Ecology, Kindle
Locations 569-79 (Kindle Edition 2008.)
17
Thich Nhat Hanh, Being Peace at 68-69 (Parallax Press. 2009). The Five Mindfulness Trainings
are available at http://plumvillage.org/mindfulness-practice/the-5-mindfulness-trainings/
(Last visited August 6, 2015.)
18
Id.
19
Id.
20
Id.
21
Wendell Berry, The Hidden Wound (Houghton Mifflin, 1970)
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imprison ourselves in the framework of that one culture, and then
we cannot understand the suffering, the hopes, the dreams, the
difficulties of people who live in a different place, who have a
different culture, who are of a different race.22
...
We may have a concept about happiness, about freedom, about
the future, and we tend to impose these concepts on other races,
other groups, other cultures, other countries, and we create
suffering for them. We think that everybody must accept and live
up to our political model in order to qualify as a civilized people.
Thinking this way is like tying ourselves up with rope and using
the same rope to tie up everybody else. Cultural and racial
discrimination creates suffering for ourselves and for others. We
have to give ourselves a chance to learn new ways of thinking and
acting so that we can create connections with other civilizations,
other races, other cultures.
We cannot remain stuck in our superiority complex, whether it is
based on race, on culture, on technology, or on ideology.23
Diversity is needed, another leading Buddhist teacher states, to relieve our
suffering—the suffering of dominant group members. angel Kyodo Williams
states:
Where diversity of mainstream communities is concerned, most of
the work is for white folks to attend to. The dominant group is
actually suffering because it is not dealing with something that
is present. The structures may make it such that they don’t have
to, but that doesn’t take away from the fact that they are
suffering. Any time we’re part of a system that perpetuates
oppression, ultimately we’re suffering in keeping that system
going. In American Buddhism these kinds of changes don’t need to
come because we need to do people of color a favor, or we need
to make space for the gender variant people. We have to get
clear that an essential aspect of our practice is to shift these
things internally for ourselves, because our personal liberation,
the very thing we come to the dharma for, is completely bound
up in making these kinds of changes. It’s not a superficial
concern.24 (Emphasis added.)
22
23
24

Sister Jewel, Introduction, Together We Are One at Kindle Locations at 133-36.
Id. at Kindle Locations at 917-22.
See Lion’s Roar staff, “Why Is American Buddhism So White?” (November 10, 2011) available
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In her introduction to Thay’s book on sangha diversity, Sister Jewel urges that
we use Thay’s teachings “to move past our limits and delusions of
separation.”25 Each of us, she writes: puts it this way:
. . . contributes to the collective consciousness. As we heal our
suffering, we also heal the collective consciousness, so that it
becomes healthier, more compassionate, more just for future
generations.26
We have to change the society from its roots, which is our
collective consciousness, where the root-energies of fear, anger,
greed, and hatred lie.
...
Enlightenment has to be collective for us to achieve results. We
have to stop the kinds of consuming that poison our collective
consciousness. I do not see any other way than the practice of
these bodhisattva mindfulness trainings. We have to practice
them as a society in order to produce the dramatic changes we
need. To practice as a society will be possible only if each of us
vows to practice as a bodhisattva.27
The benefits of a more diverse Sangha are not just the mitigation of suffering,
but also the strengthening of our practice. Practicing with people of diverse
background, races and identities and in diverse settings and diverse ways (e.g.,
volunteering to help disadvantaged youth) is like planting a seed in soil rich
with many varied nutrients. It is a synergistic benefit. Dharma teacher Gina
Sharpe says, “When we all study the dharma together, it becomes really
rich.”28 In sweeping terms, Thay details the richness that greater diversity
brings to our practice:
When we return to the present moment to be in touch with our
true home, we are no longer backward, we no longer discriminate,
and we no longer have a narrow mind. Our mind is vast and our
heart is open to learn from and embrace every race, every culture.
at http://www.lionsroar.com/forum-why-is-american-buddhism-so-white/. (Last visited August
7, 2015.)
25

Together We Are One at Kindle Locations 133-36.
Id.
27
For a Future to Be Possible at Kindle Locations 684-96.
28
Andrea Miller, “There Is A Path That Frees Us From Suffering”, October 26, 2014,
www.lionsroar.com/path-frees-us-suffering (last visited 5/13/15):
26
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Being civilized means spreading our arms to embrace everybody,
every race, every culture. If young people can open their hearts
to learn about other cultures, they will find much goodness and
beauty that will enrich their lives. When we are able to do that,
we can help people who are stuck in their own culture to
understand and accept people from other cultures. Coming
together with this openness and acceptance, we can transform
hatred and contribute in our own personal way to prevent war.29
IV.

RECOMMENDATIONS.

Our Committee recommends that the Sangha: 1) Adopt certain general
approaches on Diversity to ensure that it offers, and is seen as offering, a
welcoming environment to all persons; 2) Initially focus on Diversity issues as to
African-Americans and other people of color, and implement the ideas outlined
below; and, 3) Concomitantly, take steps to educate itself as to the challenges
facing transgender persons so that the Sangha can provide a safe and
welcoming home to all.
A.

Proposed Steps in Fulfillment of An On-Going Diversity Commitment.

We first discuss the objectives of such commitment, and then turn our
proposals to obtain them.
1. Diversity efforts should begin as an inside job.
Thay has given us a blueprint on how to move forward. “We have to change
the society from its roots, which is our collective consciousness, where the
root-energies of fear, anger, greed, and hatred lie.”30 On the advice of
diversity experts, the Committee rejected as “tokenism” the notion that
Sangha diversity would be achieved if a few people of color began to regularly
attend Sangha gatherings. Adding members from diverse populations is not our
immediate, paramount goal; opening our hearts is.31
We will need patience. This effort will take teachers, time and training. On
the issue of race, in particular, we need to see, and then heal, our own scars of
29

Together We Are One at Kindle Locations at 932-37. Elsewhere Thay has said that racial
discrimination is part of our internal garbage that meditation can transform into lotus flowers.
Thich Nhat Hanh; Arnold Kotler; Mayumi Oda, Touching Peace: Practicing the Art of Mindful
Living, at 124-27 (Parallax Press 2009)(“Touching Peace”).
30
For a Future to Be Possible at Kindle Locations 684-96.
31
In any event, leading Buddhist diversity teachers tell us that without the latter, the former
cannot be attained, much less sustained.
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fear, hatred, ignorance, and fragility, scars that remain unknown to many of us
within our individual and collective consciousness. We hope to cultivate a
deeper awareness of our conditioning and water the seeds of compassion, both
within us and around, us as we offer our mindful presence in service to our
community.
2. General Diversity Steps.
The Committee recommends that the Sangha, both as a collective entity and
its individual members, make an ongoing commitment to diversity. To reflect
this commitment, the Diversity Committee should become a Project of the
Sangha (like Earth Holders). The Sangha should also ensure that it offers a
welcoming presence to newcomers and develop a mission statement for our
website that expresses a strong commitment to diversity. We review these
recommendations in detail below.
a.

The Diversity Committee as a Project.

Like the Love and Understanding, Coming Home and Earth Holders projects, a
Sangha Diversity Project would have ongoing work such as helping to
implement the recommendations of this report. That could include organizing
various educational classes or retreats, perhaps surveying Sangha members to
identify what diversity concerns the Sangha should address, and developing and
maintaining on SnowFlower’s website a list of diversity-related resources
(similar to the Earth Holders Project resource page) with links to books, studies,
media, videos, organizations and local events. The Committee has already
assembled a number of resources to this end.
b.

Mission Statement.

The Sangha should develop and prominently display on its website a mission
statement that expresses SnowFlower’s strong commitment to diversity. The
Diversity Committee could draft such a mission statement as a starting point
for the appropriate governing Councils to deliberate on this matter. Likewise,
the Sangha website could display symbols that underscore the diversity mission
statement (e.g., the rainbow flag, photos of Thay with Dr. Martin Luther King,
Jr.).
The Committee has reviewed websites from other Sanghas and religious
institutions. For instance, EBMC’s home page states as follows: “Our mission is
to foster liberation, personal and interpersonal healing, social action, and
inclusive community building.”32 The Insight Meditation Society in its “About
Us” Diversity website page provides as follows:
32

See http://eastbaymeditation.org. (Last visited July 7, 2015.)
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In offering a spiritual refuge for awakening, IMS is committed
to cultivating a community that reflects the diversity of our
society and our world. We believe that all members benefit
from diversity, as a wide range of human experiences and
viewpoints broadens and enriches the understanding of all. We
seek to promote the inclusion, equity and participation of
people of diverse identities, classes, religions, abilities and
ages, that all may feel welcome, safe and respected within this
community.33
c.

Welcoming Presence.

The Committee urges Sangha members not to succumb to assumptions that we
project a welcoming environment to newcomers, including persons of color or
other persons from non-dominant groups. Our studies affirm that SnowFlower
members should re-examine such assumptions, and that the Sangha should take
greater steps to ensure that it has indeed created a welcoming presence for all
newcomers at its meditation gatherings.
For instance, we must not assume that we project a welcoming presence for
members of non-dominant groups at our Sangha gatherings on Tuesday,
Wednesday, Friday and Sunday. Thay has explained why this is necessary:
In many of the cultures people of color come from, we have to be
welcomed to know we are welcome. But in other cultural
orientations, you simply go, and that means you’re welcome. So if
you are in that culture, you’re already welcomed the minute you
walk in the door because you have the same vibration. It’s subtle,
but it’s a big difference when it’s your own personal experience.
Part of it is that some people don’t know how to welcome other
people. They may be afraid of making a mistake in welcoming
others, so they don’t say anything. But when you ask that person
or that congregation, they are stunned to find out you didn’t feel
welcomed.34
...

33

See http://www.dharma.org/about-us/diversity. (Last visited July 7, 2015.)
For examples of mission statements from other faith traditions, see
https://docs.google.com/document/d/10dag5MzoXkkjkG7aNhbGxIvXcA_7K8DHj4lgJt
nSXYY/edit?usp=sharing. (Last visited July 7, 2015.)
34
Together We Are One: Honoring Our Diversity at Kindle Locations 1646-50.
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So love people like the sun and the moon when they come to your
Sanghas. Shine your light of mindfulness, your openheartedness
and nonjudgmental nature on them. Love them like the earth that
can receive what we have to give and heal it and transform it and
give it back. Participate in the Dharma joy of loving people who
come to you like the wind with the sense of freedom, movement,
and non-clinging.35
The Sangha should consider whether to adopt a formal Welcoming Statement
for leaders to offer at each Sangha gathering. Such a statement could be
similar in form, if not in content, to the appended Welcoming Statements that
Charles King provides in Thay’s book on diversity.36 Again, the Diversity
Committee could draft a welcoming statement for Council consideration.
Schedulers should remind leaders of the importance of adequately welcoming
newcomers. Leaders should urge Sangha members to converse with newcomers
before they leave.37 For newcomers with little or no meditation experience,
leaders should be reminded to explain briefly the steps and aim of each
practice and to offer reassurance that that no one “fails” at meditation if their
minds wander from their breathing. While newcomers receive a welcoming
email when they are added to the Sangha’s listserv, leaders may also wish to
email newcomers to indicate his or her pleasure that the newcomer chose to
meditate with us, to invite them to return, and to let us know if SF is meeting
their needs.38
35

Id. at Kindle Locations 1730-33.
See Sample Diversity Welcoming Statements, Appendix B, From Charles King, “Embracing
Diversity in the Mindfulness, Diversity and Social Change Sangha,” Friends on the Path, ch. 29,
at 215-16.
37
While one might assume such interactions would occur as a matter of course, in a recent
Dharma talk on sangha diversity, Tara Brach recounted the experience of an African-American
visitor to her sangha, the Washington D.C. Insight Meditation Society. The visitor later
informed her that throughout the session, he had sat alone among the gathered practitioners,
practitioners who were white, middle to upper middle class persons. No one had spoken to him.
One hears clearly the dismay and anguish in Ms. Brach’s voice as she recounts the incident.
This talk, entitled “Beloved Community,” (a phrase used by Martin Luther King) and dated June
17, 2015 is available at http://www.dharmaseed.org/teacher/175/talk/27860. (Last visited
November 10, 2015.)
38
The Sangha may wish to review and adopt some or all of the steps taken by EBMC to create a
welcoming and a safe environment. For instance, EBMC has a tradition of placing photos of
diverse teachers and leaders recognized in the service of peace, justice and wisdom (e.g., Dr.
Martin Luther King, Jr.). Also, in an effort to avoid having teachers who are exclusively from
the dominant class of society, it rotates and pair teachers of different races, and offers
separate meditation groups for particular non-dominant classes, e.g., persons of color, the
disabled and those with chronic conditions, and for the LGBTQI community (lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgender, queer, questioning, and intersex) also known as the “Alphabet Sangha.”
EMBC’s diversity is supported by its members’ sense of “community ownership”— meaning the
The EBMC serves “the needs of the community rather than the needs of a privileged group.” No
doubt, EBMC’s diversity efforts have been aided by its location in Oakland, California, which is
36
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With respect to creating a welcoming environment, consideration should also
be given as to how Dharma talks can speak broadly to our society as a whole.
Gina Sharpe expressed the need for this step as follows:
If you’re concerned about diversity, you need to talk about the
bias that results in things like the high incarceration rates of
African-American men. If I’m a person of color and I walk into a
Buddhist community and they’re not talking about the grasping
that fuels racism, why should I give them any credibility at all?
If we’re just talking about the concerns of the people who are
already in our center, then those are the type of people who will
come in the future. If everybody in the group is middle-class and
white, then the mirrors are limited—you’re only seeing certain
aspects of life reflected. We need all the mirrors.39
Finally, while these steps are important, we note that more is required to
ensure that SnowFlower is as welcoming as possible. As Dharma teacher angel
Kyodo Willliams stressed in an interview last year, it is not enough merely to
extend an invitation to bring about diversity:
Many centers say, “Oh, we want to include people so let’s invite
them to come.” But because we, as Western-worldview,
dominant-paradigm folks have not done our work, we actually
don’t know how to be welcoming. An invitation is a gesture.
Welcoming, though, is open-armed hospitality [that requires
practitioners to] continue to truly examine their own hearts and
[to be] willing to address the barriers and the hindrances to being
welcoming.40

itself a diversity community. Finally, unlike most Sanghas that exist and then take steps to
address diversity, EMBC’s very purpose for existence stemmed from the desire of practitioners
to create a distinct sangha for members of non-dominant classes who wanted a safe place to
engage in meditation practice. Ann Gleig, “Dharma Diversity and Deep Inclusivity at the East
Bay Meditation Center: From Buddhist Modernism to Buddhist Postmodernism?” at 312-13, 316,
321,328 n. 1, Contemporary Buddhism: An Interdisciplinary Journal, DOI:
10.1080/14639947.2014.932487 (2014).
39

Greg Snyder, “Four Ways to Connect With Your Community,” LionsRoar.com (March 16,
2015) available at: http://www.lionsroar.com/four-ways-to-connect-with-your-community.
(Last visited June 21, 2015).
40
angel Kyodo Williams in an interview with Rod Meade Sperry, “Beyond Privilege, a Q & A with
angel Kyodo Williams,” LionsRoar.com (Dec.14, 2014) available at:
http://www.lionsroar.com/beyond-privilege-qa-angel-kyodo-williams/. (Last visited November
10, 2015.)
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Accordingly, the Committee turns to how SnowFlower can help its members “to
truly examine their own hearts” to ensure that they have addressed “the
barriers and the hindrances to being welcoming.”
B.

The Committee Submits A Focus On People of Color And Transgender
Persons Is Timely and Needed.

Like most American sanghas, SnowFlower’s membership and leadership
positions are comprised generally of well-educated, middle- to upper-middle
class, white, liberals.41 While our Sangha’s membership and leadership appear
to be both gender-balanced and diverse as to persons of different sexual
orientation, almost completely absent from our Sangha are African-Americans
and other people of color. It would seem therefore appropriate to begin here.
The Committee likewise believes that the Sangha would benefit from education
on transgender issues to help ensure that we are indeed welcoming to
transgender persons.
These first steps should be seen not as a recommendation for remaining forever
inactive on other Diversity issues, but instead as an acknowledgment that the
compelling reasons set forth below support the Committee’s suggested
priorities.
While the Committee included in its Diversity inquiry all non-dominant
classifications of people, it was in particular the nationally publicized events of
racial animus that energized the Committee’s work. Committee members
stated they had been deeply moved by the seemingly non-ending video
recordings of incidents of malfeasant law enforcement treatment of AfricanAmericans. International media sources have likewise detailed with shocking
reports the extent and depth of our racial animus.42 These events and the
wounds they opened in us likewise served as an urgent call that we deepen our
understanding of Thay’s teachings and apply them to help us heal, to help us
41

See Lion’s Roar Staff, “Why Is American Buddhism So White?” (November 10, 2011) available
at: http://www.lionsroar.com/forum-why-is-american-buddhism-so-white/. (Last visited
November 10, 2015.)
42
Because there are no national statistics that record annually the number of persons killed by
our country’s various local, state, and federal law enforcement personnel, The Guardian, an
English newspaper, has begun such a count. See http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/nginteractive/2015/jun/01/the-counted-police-killings-us-database. (Last visited July 22, 2015.)
The newspaper’s investigative journalists also uncovered a so-called “black site,” where
Chicago police would take “detainees” without record of arrest. See
http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/feb/24/chicago-police-detain-americans-blacksite. (Last visited July 22, 2015.) It also reported on the City’s offer of reparations to torture
victims of the City’s police. http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/may/07/chicagopolice-brutality-reparations. (Last visited July 22, 2015.) See also
http://boingboing.net/2015/07/21/chicagos-police-review-agen.html. (Last visited July 22,
2015.)
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develop awareness and insight. As one scholar has said, the matter of race is
not just limited to people of color, but to white people as well.43
Ongoing initiatives in the Madison area to address racial equity are likewise a
compelling reason to prioritize Sangha racial Diversity work. In the Madison
area, a wide disparity exists in social outcomes between whites and AfricanAmericans as documented in the Race to Equity report released in 2013. The
report documents examples of this disparity, such as the following:
In 2011, for example, the official unemployment rate for blacks in
Dane County was 25.2%, compared to 4.8% for whites. Dane
County African Americans, in other words, were almost 5.5 times
more likely to be jobless than their white neighbors. By contrast,
in the same year, the national African American unemployment
rate averaged only a little more than twice that of whites.
The black/white poverty rate gap in the county is even wider than
our local employment disparities. In 2011, the Census’ American
Community Survey reported that over 54% of African American
Dane County residents lived below the federal poverty line,
compared to 8.7% of whites, meaning Dane County blacks were
over six times more likely to be poor than whites. Compare this
with the fact that in the country as a whole African Americans
were about 2.5 times as likely as whites to be in poverty.44
This disparity has not gone unnoticed. The local media,45 leaders in the city’s
African-American community,46 and grassroots activists have called for action.47
SnowFlower Sangha has been contacted to help support these efforts.48

44

See Wisconsin Council on Children and Families, Race to Equity (2013) available at
http://racetoequity.net/dev/wp-content/uploads/WCCF-R2E-Report.pdf (“Race to Equity”).
(Last visited July 7, 2015.)
45
See especially, The Capital Times website page “Together Apart, The Cap Times Explores
Race in Madison,” at http://host.madison.com/ct/topics/race-in-madison. (Last visited July 7,
2015.)
46
Reverend Alex Gee has emerged as a strong voice for racial equity for African-Americans in
the Madison area. See e.g., “Justified anger: Rev. Alex Gee says Madison is failing its AfricanAmerican community,” The Capital Times, December 18, 2013 available at:
http://host.madison.com/news/local/city-life/justified-anger-rev-alex-gee-says-madison-isfailing-its/article_14f6126c-fc1c-55aa-a6a3-6c3d00a4424c.html#ixzz3eYrRpfP7. (Last visited
June 30, 2015.) See also Alison Geyer, “Young Gifted and Black,” The Isthmus May 1, 2015,
available at: http://www.isthmus.com/news/cover-story/young-gifted-black/. (Last visited
July 4, 2015.) The article portrays the leadership of the organization by the same name.
47
See Our Madison Plan, Justified Anger, available at http://nehemiah.org/justified-anger/.
(Last visited June 30, 2015.) See also Race to Equity op. cit n. 41. and ongoing Capital Times
coverage available on its “Together Apart” webpage at:
http://host.madison.com/ct/topics/race-in-
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Now is also opportune to address racial diversity in that the American Buddhist
media and leading Buddhist teachers have offered ways to remedy the lack of
diversity in American sanghas. As demonstrated by the amount of authority
cited in this report, these resources are readily accessible
We recognize that some Sangha members may question the importance of
Diversity issues to them because they believe they are neither racist nor biased
against any non-dominant group. We urge Sangha members to let go of such
beliefs. Indeed, it would be very surprising if SnowFlower Sangha members
were without hidden biases towards non-dominant groups. Even the members
of the Diversity Committee—presumably comprised of individuals strongly
committed to an anti-racist agenda—found they held either a moderate to
strong preference for whites after taking the test to uncover implicit bias.49
As one scholar has observed, especially in the context of racism is “a system of
structured relations in which we are all socialized,” a system so pervasive as to
make intentions and self-belief far less important than we may believe.50
Discussions about race in particular may cause discomfort. After all, perhaps
no greater opprobrium can fall upon an individual in Madison than to be called
a racist for any aspect of his or her thoughts, words or deeds. It should come
as no surprise, then, that to be told one holds hidden biases against people of
color or other non-dominant groups may well trigger what one author has
called “white fragility,” meaning a set of avoidance behaviors such as anger,
arrogance or dismissiveness.51 We ask all Sangha members to be mindful of

madison/#utm_source=host.madison&utm_campaign=hot-topics-2&utm_medium=direct. (Last
visited June 30, 2015.)
48
The request was for financial assistance for the making of a movie about these community
efforts. We hope that a review of this request could be part of the work of the on-going
Sangha Diversity Project that we propose later in these recommendations.
49
See Diversity Committee minutes March 14, 2015, Appendix C. The test may be found at:
https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/takeatest.html. (Last visited November 10, 2015.) It can
be finished in 15 minutes or less. For background, see this excerpt from American Denial, a
documentary about bias in America that aired on PBS’s Independent Lens program:
http://video.pbs.org/video/2365399552/. (Last visited November 10, 2015.)
50
See Dr. Robin DiAngelo, “White Fragility and the Rules of Engagement,” (June 13, 2015),
available at www.goodmenproject.com/featured/white-fragility-and-the-rules-ofengagement/twim. (Last visited August 1, 2015.)
51
Dr. DiAngelo coined the phrase “white fragility” to express her findings that white people
have a low threshold for talking about race. See The International Journal of Critical Pedagogy
(vol. 3, no. 2011), available at:
http://libjournal.uncg.edu/ijcp/article/view/249/116. (Last visited August 1, 2015.) See also
“White Fragility: Why It’s So Hard to Talk to White People About Racism,” (April 9, 2015)
available at:
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white fragility so that it not block our endeavor to practice and cultivate
mindfulness, compassion and awareness as we learn about such issues as
structural racism, the forces in our history led to such societal separation, and
the suffering it has created.
As to transgender issues, the Committee recommends the Sangha educate itself
on issues of importance to transgender persons. While we believe that our
Sangha is open and welcoming to persons of different sexual orientation,52
transgender issues remain new to many of us. Helpfully, a new group of
Buddhists has created a website, transbuddhists.org that provides a guidebook,
Developing Trans*Competence: A Guide for Meditation and Retreat Centers,53
Both the site and the guidebook will facilitate the Sangha’s education on this
issue. We review its recommendations more fully below.
1. SnowFlower And Racial Diversity.
We recommend that the Sangha, through the appropriate governing mechanism,
formally endorse, and become signatory to, the Buddhists for Racial Justice
Open Letter and that it further commit itself to the program outlined in the
Call to White Buddhists.54
In furtherance of creating a welcoming environment, we recommend that the
Sangha address the issues of implicit bias and unrecognized white privilege and
that it offer its members educational and service opportunities to address our
conditioning.55
http://goodmenproject.com/featured-content/white-fragility-why-its-so-hard-to-talk-towhite-people-about-racism-twlm/. (Last visited August 1, 2015.) See also “White Fragility and
the Rules of Engagement,” (June 13, 2015) available at:
http://goodmenproject.com/featured-content/white-fragility-and-the-rules-of-engagementtwlm/. (Last visited August 1, 2015).
52
As noted above, the Committee suggests conducting a survey of Sangha members to test
their assumptions that we are as welcoming as we think we are to certain non-dominant
populations.
53
See http://transbuddhists.org/retreat-guide/about-the-guide/. (Last visited July 18, 2015.)
54
See http://buddhistsforracialjustice.org/an-open-letter and
http://buddhistsforracialjustice.org/call-to-white-buddhists. (Last visited September 8, 2015.)
For convenience, the documents are provided Appendices E and F.
55
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. challenged whites to educate themselves about race with this
provocative statement:
Whites, it must frankly be said, are not putting in a similar mass effort to
reeducate themselves out of their racial ignorance. It is an aspect of their
sense of superiority that the white people of America believe they have so
little to learn.
“Here are 10 Warnings Martin Luther King Jr. Gave Black People About White People,” in
Bookshelf by Yvette June 8, 2014 (available at:
http://blacklistory.com/2014/06/here-are-10-warnings-martin-luther-king-jr-gives-blackpeople-about-white-people/.) (Last visited September 12, 2015.)
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We believe the steps outlined below are generally consistent with those
methods now used for “de-biasing” as listed in a report from the American Bar
Association task force:
Taking as a given that implicit bias exists and that many of us
would want to be sure our decision making is not biased, research
suggests some techniques that can be useful to debias decisions.
Shawn Marsh summarizes these debiasing techniques from the
research: [Marsh]
• Education around awareness that implicit bias exists;
• Reducing cognitive load to allow more time and space
for accurate reflection;
• Encouraging high effort processing for more careful
attention to information and to one’s own thinking
errors;
• Employing checklists to assure thought at certain points;
Encouraging mindfulness to increase understanding of
one’s own thought processes and to watch out for
thinking errors;
• Exposing people from different groups to each other to
“help counteract biased thinking”;
• Reducing bias-related cues within environment;
• Reviewing organizational behavior.56
James Baldwin, in his 1963 work The Fire Next Time (at Apple eBook location 120),
addresses what we might call “conditioning”:
The American Negro has the great advantage of having never believed the
collection of myths to which white Americans cling: that their ancestors were
all freedom-loving heroes, that they were born in the greatest country the
world has ever seen, or that Americans are invincible in battle and wise in
peace, that Americans have always dealt honorably with Mexicans and Indians
and all other neighbors or inferiors, that American men are the world's most
direct and virile, that American women are pure. Negroes know far more
about white Americans than that; it can almost be said, in fact, that they
know about white Americans what parents—or, anyway, mothers—know about
their children, and that they very often regard white Americans that way. And
perhaps this attitude, held in spite of what they know and have endured,
helps to explain why Negroes, on the whole, and until lately, have allowed
themselves to feel so little hatred. The tendency has really been, insofar as
this was possible, to dismiss white people as the slightly mad victims of their
own brainwashing.
56
The American Bar Association Section on Litigation and Implicit Bias Task Force (2011-12),
TOOLBOX POWERPOINT INSTRUCTION MANUAL ABA SECTION OF LITIGATION (“ABA IMPLICIT
BIAS POWERPOINT”) at 49, available at:
http://www.americanbar.org/content/dam/aba/administrative/litigation/implicitbias/Facilitator-Instruction-Manual.authcheckdam.pdf. (Last visited September 7, 2015).
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Implicit bias is malleable and can be changed.57 Awareness of the existence of
implicit bias, motivation to change it, mindfulness practices, education and
exposure to the non-dominant group against which an individual holds an
implicit bias are all recognized steps that can bring about improvement.58
Second, to educate Sangha members about implicit bias, and to offer
instruction on how mindfulness practices can help reduce and eliminate
implicit biases, we suggest the Sangha offer classes and perhaps organize a
retreat on these issues; and third, to increase exposure to non-dominant groups,
we suggest that the Sangha help make available a series of service
opportunities in our community.
a. Dharma Talks
We propose that one or more Dharma talks be given to promote awareness of
implicit bias, other Diversity issues and the relevance of Thay’s teachings in
how to address them.
Accordingly, we suggest that the Scheduler’s Council, in consultation with the
Diversity Committee, schedule at least one Dharma talk for SnowFlower’s
Friday night, Sunday morning, Tuesday night, and Wednesday Sangha
gatherings. In the emails preceding the Dharma talk, each leader should
strongly encourage attendees to take the implicit bias test as it relates to race
prior to the dharma talk.59
Importantly, to help ameliorate white fragility, these talks should be offered in
a non-threatening, non-accusatory, nonjudgmental, and disarming manner. For
instance, each Dharma talk on this subject might include a mea culpa
statement, citing disappointing implicit bias test results or his or her insensitive
behavior to a person of color. Each talk would be offered in a positive
framework—this is not about correcting faults, but about our awakening: our
becoming aware of the seeds of fear, anger and hatred that have been watered
by society and that are rooted in our collective unconsciousness. The talks
would explore why whites, as the dominant group, also suffer from the
conditioning we receive in a culture based on white domination and the
responsibility we bear in challenging that conditioning.
Alternatively, consistent with the practice of Sunday and Wednesday Sanghas,
those attending a Sangha session could read selections from Thay’s works

57
58
59

ABA IMPLICIT BIAS POWERPOINT at 50.
ABA IMPLICIT BIAS POWERPOINT at 50-63.
See supra n.19.
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concerning Sangha building and Diversity. Members of the Diversity Committee
could prepare an appropriate reading list.
b.

Invite a person of color to give a “Dharma talk,” on
racial diversity and equity.

In the course of its work, the Diversity Committee consulted with Sangha
members who have been active on faith and justice issues for persons of color
in Madison.60 One such member suggested that the Sangha invite a person of
color to speak to our Sangha:
Invite someone like Everett Mitchell to speak to the sangha. He
can speak very clearly and fairly forcefully to what people need
to do to cross the ‘color line’: things like going to black churches,
etc. In my experience, he is the best in town at issuing a
challenge to white allies to step up. My guess is that he’s pretty
busy these days, though, and in demand. It might need to be an
intersangha gathering to have bigger numbers.61
Reverend Alex Gee, pastor of Madison’s Fountain of Life Covenant Church, may
be another potential speaker we could invite. He too may be greatly in demand.
c. Retreat, workshops, readings, films.
The Committee recommends that the Sangha explore organizing a one-day or a
weekend retreat or workshop on Sangha diversity and related subjects,
including an exploration of implicit bias and white privilege. This has the
potential of attracting a large attendance, so it may be appropriate to coorganize the event with other Sanghas and/or the Buddhist Peace Fellowship.
Because our Sangha has limited resources, we may also wish to consider
offering this retreat as the annual “Thaypassana” retreat.
Speakers/teachers for the event could include one or more of the following
individuals:
•

Cheri Maples who has previously taught police offers to recognize and
remediate their own implicit biases using mindfulness. She has also led
instruction on these issues with Don Coleman, an African-American
residing in the Madison area.

60

To be clear, Kate was not a member of the Diversity Committee. That said, several
recommendations in this report reflect her input.
61
Email of Kate Edwards to Curt Pawlisch (June 1, 2015.)
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•

•

•

Ruth King, a nationally recognized Buddhist teacher who offers
workshops targeted at Buddhist leaders in locales across the country.62
Ms. King expressed to Committee members a warm willingness to help
SnowFlower Sangha on diversity and related subjects, either as an
informal advisor or as the leader of a retreat on these issues.63
UW Madison Professor Richard Davis might teach at such an event,
although his normal practice has been to teach evening classes for
community members using materials developed by the National Institute
for the Healing of Racism for identifying and eliminating implicit bias.64
Committee member Karen Reppen has offered to engage the Sangha in
readings and film offerings.
d. Weekly classes.

In an interview on Lionsroar.com, Dharma teacher angel Kyodo Williams insists
that meditation alone “takes too long” to create a welcoming environment
fostering diversity:
Meditation is awesome, but it’s not fast enough. People need to
get trained. Training amps up the intensity, bringing things
intentionally into our view so that we can work on what’s there to
be worked on.65

62

See http://ruthking.net/leadership-development/mindful-of-race-2/. (Last visited
November 10, 2015.) Ms. King’s Dharma talks on diversity are available at
http://dharmaseed.org. See, e.g., 5-7-15 Polishing the Third Jewel - Sangha: Being Mindful of
Race available at: http://dharmaseed.org/teacher/539/talk/27182/. (Last visited November
10, 2015.)
5-20-15 Morning Session, Mindful of Diversity. Ruth King PART 01 available at:
http://dharmaseed.org/teacher/539/talk/27267/. (Last visited November 10, 2015.)
5-20-15 Morning Session, Mindful of Diversity. Ruth King PART 03 available at:
http://dharmaseed.org/teacher/539/talk/27269/. (Last visited November 10, 2015.) Please
note that Part 02 is unavailable at the Dharmaseed.org website.
63
Skype conference with Ben Hair, Keith Hazelton, Curt Pawlisch (July 24, 2015). Ms. King
charges a fee for leading residential retreats.
64
See http://richarddavis.org/activist/institute-for-the-healing-of-racism/.
65
Rod Meade Sperry, “Beyond Privilege: a Q&A with angel Kyodo williams”
(December 4, 2014) available at: http://www.lionsroar.com/beyond-privilege-qa-angel-owilliams. (Last viewed August 7, 2015.) Larry Wang, who is cited earlier in this report for his
contributions to Friends On The Path concurs with this assessment:
One of the main obstacles is how long it takes to cultivate an increased
multicultural awareness. This always takes a lot more time than we would like
because, as we know, awareness practice is incremental. It blossoms slowly.
See Lion’s Roar Staff, “Why Is American Buddhism So White?” op. cit. n.40.
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Sangha and Diversity Committee member Karen Reppen has offered to help
organize such training by leading a weekly class on multicultural awareness,66
the elements of which would include, in her words:
•

Very fundamental work on the basics of multicultural awareness on
matters of—economic status, gender/sexual/affectional orientation,
class, age, education, health, profession, physical ability, language,
affiliations, faith/spiritual beliefs, etc.

•

Using an interactive approach (exercises and discussions), to explore
class participants’ core beliefs in a safe way to help them reveal their
personal feelings, beliefs, and values about who they are relative to
others who they presume to be similar to, or different from, them (on
personal, interpersonal, institutional/systemic, cultural levels), to help
them to better practice inclusion in our sangha.
The goals of the instruction would be:

•

•

•

•

To reveal some of our biases and blind spots in a non-threatening way so
we can then recognize, understand and appreciate differences in ways
that would invite and nourish a more diverse sangha. This includes
learning, unlearning, non-blaming, and taking responsibility,
acknowledging that we live in a society that is embedded in systemic
oppression of certain groups of people.
Become more familiar with those who are different from us, and gain a
better understanding of worldview differences and the connection
between feelings and social change.
To start to create a better climate for participant interaction that
encourages pluralism (vs. monoculturalism/assimilation) that results in
true participation from a more diverse population.
Ensure that participation is nourishing for all. Just getting or having a
more diverse mix of people in the room is only one step in becoming
multicultural. More important is the process of how we are with each
other and our willingness to address the cultural differences that are
part of our community.67
e. Service Opportunities.

Social scientists suggest that exposure to persons in groups against whom
66

In telephone conversations with Curt Pawlisch earlier this year, Professor Richard Davis also
expressed interest in making available for SnowFlower members a special offering of his
community class as described above. Professor Davis requested remuneration for this initiative
at a rate of $20 per class per student.
67
Email to Curt Pawlisch (2015). (Exact date no longer of record.)
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we hold implicit biases can be an effective method for reducing those
biases.68 Accordingly, we offer ideas as to how such exposure could
occur.
We begin by noting that SnowFlower Sangha members have a rich history
of helping persons held by our criminal justice system, a system in which
people of color are disproportionately incarcerated.69
Several members teach meditation and mindfulness in state correctional
institutions, serve as prison chaplains, and participate in the Madison
Urban Ministries (“MUM”) Circles of Support program.70 The Committee is
uncertain as to how often announcements are made about the
opportunities for service made available to Sangha members by way of
SnowFlower’s Projects. The Committee recommends that such
announcements occur quarterly at each of the Tuesday, Wednesday,
Friday and Sunday meditation groups.
Many other opportunities to volunteer and assist persons of color in our
community are listed in the Justified Anger Next Steps document.71
Nehemiah.org also offers a volunteer application and training at
http://nehemiah.org/get-involved/. Other volunteer and training
opportunities may exist through WISDOM and MOSES, statewide
Wisconsin and Madison-area area grassroots organizations,
respectively.72
Sangha members with a record of involvement with Madison Urban
Ministries suggested other volunteer opportunities that merit further
exploration. For instance, the Sangha or its members could:
•

Send three to five Sangha members to attend Sunday services at
traditional black churches in Madison.

•

Offer to teach a Mindfulness Stress Reduction Course for people of
color, perhaps at Fountain of Life, Zion City International

68

See ABA IMPLICIT BIAS POWERPOINT at 55-56.
See Race to Equity at 11. (“While black men made up only 4.8% of the county’s total adult
male population, they accounted for more than 43% of all new adult prison placements during
the year.”)
70
See Coming Home Project at http://snowflower.org/drupal/sangha_projects. (Last visited
July 18, 2015.) See also Circles of Support at http://www.emum.org/wedo.html. (Last visited
November 10, 2015.)
71
The Next Steps document, as well as the full Justified Anger report, may be found at:
http://nehemiah.org/justified-anger. (Last visited November 10, 2015.)
72
For WISDOM, see http://prayforjusticeinwi.org/about-us/. (Last visited November 10, 2015.)
For MOSES, see http://mosesmadison.org/about-us/. (Last visited November 10, 2015.)
69
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Ministries or at the south side library73
•

Volunteer for MUM’s other service opportunities such as its ‘Read
to Me’ program in prison or its program of taking busloads of kids
to see their incarcerated mothers at Taycheedah.74

•

Connect with the Boys and Girls Club about mentoring kids.
2. Transgender Diversity Issues.

We suggest that the Steering and Care Taking Councils review, adopt and apply,
as appropriate, the suggested practices for Sanghas to address the needs of
transgender persons as set forth in the booklet “Developing Trans*
Competence,” a copy of which is provided as Appendix G. The booklet lists
resources, provides definitions and suggests Sangha “Ways To Get Started” that
not only can help make transgender persons feel they are in a safe and
welcoming environment, but that also can help create an opportunity for
cisgender Sangha members to “learn from others and to practice compassion
and generosity.”75
The booklet offers these suggested ways to get started:
•
•
•
•

Read articles on the experiences of trans* practitioners.
Throw a fundraiser for specific trans* supportive changes.
Have a panel and listen to personal experiences.
Hold educational sessions when there is usually a dharma talk, such as
bringing in leaders from the community or showing films with discussion.

73

One advocate identified Karen Reece at Nehemiah/Fountain of Life as a point of
contact in implementing this idea. Perhaps it is appropriate here to note that one
SnowFlower member who has been actively organizing and serving Madison’s AfricanAmerican community advises that Sangha members should remain sensitive to the
obstacles that are likely to emerge in reaching out to people of color, such as the
perceived "weirdness" of Buddhism, the Sangha’s all-white, west side location at a
Quaker Meeting house, and the fear of Black ministers that we might be recruiting their
black congregational members.
74
We were advised that Ruth Poochigian is MUM’s contact person for administering these
programs.
75
See Appendix G, “Developing Trans* Competence: A Short Guide to Improving Transgender
Experience At Meditation and Retreat Centers” at 3 and 18. (“Developing Trans*
Competence.”) The booklet is also available electronically at
https://transbuddhists.files.wordpress.com/2014/04/developing-trans-competence-printablebooklet.pdf. (Last visited July 13, 2015.) See generally http://transbuddhists.org. (Last visited
July 13, 2015.) The term “cisgender” means “having a lived experience and understanding of
one’s gender that is aligned with one’s assigned sex.” See Appendix G, “Developing Trans*
Competence” at 19.
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•
•
•

Hold a LGBTQ sangha sit, yoga class, or retreat.76
Have a LGBT breakout group after retreats.
Create a process to thoughtfully draft a diversity or inclusion statement,
and post it publicly. Elicit and act on feedback from sangha members
about structural changes needed to make the goals of the inclusion
statement a reality.77

The Steering and Care Taking Councils should review closely the suggestions as
to appropriate housing and facilities for transgender persons. Input from the
Sangha, especially members who have organized our retreats, should be sought.
As part of its ongoing duties, the Diversity Committee could catalogue and post
resources relevant to the concerns of the LGBT community, likely beginning
with those resources listed in “Developing Trans* Competence” booklet.78
V. CONCLUSION.
For the reasons stated above, the Committee submits these recommendations
to the Care Taking and Steering Councils for consideration on behalf of the
Sangha. We are certain that the collective wisdom and years of practice of
Council members will improve these recommendations, and we look forward to
these discussions.
We believe each Sangha member can benefit by learning about Diversity.
Indeed, as to the issue of discrimination as that word is used both in its
Buddhist and secular senses, Thay has said it is time for us to don the mantle of
Bodhisattvas:
We have gone through interminable suffering, an endless tunnel
of sorrow and darkness. But we have practiced, and through the
practice we have obtained some insight and freedom. Now it is
time for us to join with the children—the children of all colors—
and bring our strength to bear on the challenges that are before
us. I am sure we will do better this time.79

76

See supra, n.18 concerning the EMBC’s Sangha gatherings for LGBTQIs: lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, queer, questioning and intersex persons. EBMC members refer to it informally as
“The Alphabet Sangha.”
77
See Appendix G at 18.
78
See Appendix G at 17-19.
79
See Touching Peace at 127 (Parallax Press 2009.) (Emphasis added.)
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APPENDIX A

THE METTA SUTTA
He or she who wants to attain peace should practice
being upright, humble, and capable of using loving
speech. He or she will know how to live simply and
happily, with senses calmed, without being covetous
and carried away by the emotions of the majority. Let
him or her not do anything that will be disapproved of
by the wise ones. [And this is what he or she
contemplates]:
"May everyone be happy and safe, and may their hearts
be filled with joy.
"May all living beings live in security and peace,
beings who are frail or strong, tall or short, big or
small, visible or not visible, near or far away,
already born or yet to be born. May all of them
dwell in perfect tranquility.
"Let no one do harm to anyone. Let no one put the life
of anyone in danger. Let no one, out of anger or ill will,
wish anyone any harm.
“Just as a mother loves and protects her only child at
the risk of her own life, we should cultivate boundless
love to offer to all living beings in the entire cosmos.
Let our boundless love pervade the whole universe,
above, below, and across. Our love will know no
obstacles, our heart will be absolutely free from
hatred and enmity. Whether standing or walking,
sitting or lying, as long as we are awake, we should
maintain this mindfulness of love in our own heart.
This is the noblest way of living.
"Free from wrong views, greed, and sensual desires,
living in beauty and realizing perfect understanding,

those who practice boundless love will certainly
transcend birth and death."
Thich Nhat Hanh, Teachings on Love at 11-12 (Parallax Press 1998).

THE SUTRA ON THE WHITE-CLAD DISCIPLE
An intelligent man or woman who lives a family life
and realizes how fearful the hell realms are,
is encouraged to receive and practice the right
teachings and put an end to paths of suffering.
She studies and learns to deepen the practice—
not killing living beings,
speaking of things as they really are,
and not taking what is not given.
He is faithful to his spouse,
moving away from the habit of sexual misconduct,
determined not to ingest
intoxicants,
keeping his mind frenzy-free.
She is always aware of the Buddha,
the Dharma, and the Sangha.
Contemplating the Mindfulness Trainings,
her mind arrives at peace, joy, and freedom.
If he wants to practice generosity
in order to cultivate the garden of happiness,
then his guideline is learning the path
of liberation and awakening.
Sariputra, listen carefully
with regard to this point:
Look carefully at the herd
of oxen over there.
Some oxen are both white and yellow.
Some are black and red.
Some are brown with yellow spots,
while others are gray like pigeons.
1

Whatever their color
or place of origin,
their value lies to us
in their ability to transport.
Healthy and strong ones
who pull carts vigorously
can make many journeys
and are most useful.
In our human world,
there are Brahmans, warriors,
scholars, tradesmen,
and artisans.
But the truly virtuous men and women
are those who practice the Wonderful Mindfulness
Trainings and are able to realize liberation.
Like the Well-Gone One, they live in true freedom.
There is no need to discriminate
according to family or caste.
To realize the greatest happiness
is to make offerings to those who are truly virtuous.
A person who lacks in virtue
or is poor in insight
cannot light the way for others.
To make offerings to such a one
bears little fruit.
Sons and daughters of Buddha
who practice the way of insight
and have their minds directed to Buddha
have strong, stable roots
and are reborn only to be happy.

2

Returning to the worlds of gods and humans
no more than seven times,
they eventually realize nirvana,
transforming all their suffering
into joy and purity.
Thich Nhat Hanh, For A Future To Be Possible, Commentaries on
the Five Mindfulness Trainings at 206-07 (Parallax Press, © Thich
Nhat Hanh 1993 and © revised edition 1998.) (Thay’s commentary
affirms that the verses mean what they say: just as the color of
oxen does not determine their ability to pull carts, family and caste
do not determine moral worth. See 241-43.)
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THE PRACTICE OF “WHO IS NOT IN THE ROOM?”1
With a mind that is spacious and gentle, with a heart that is kind
and compassionate,
Without self-condemnation or criticism of others, I ask:
• Who is not in the room?
• Who here are people of color, or younger, or older, or in
wheelchairs or scooters?
• Who here are women or men, or persons who self-identify
with a gender that is non-conforming?
• How many people here are of various body shapes and sizes?
Or have low, medium, or higher incomes?
With a mind that is spacious and gentle, with a heart that is kind
and compassionate,
Without self-condemnation or criticism of others, I ask:
• How do I become a good Dharma friend to those seen and
unseen?
• How do I become a good Dharma friend to those who might
wish to be with us in Sangha but cannot do so because of
barriers of illness or lack of day care?
1

Adapted by Curt Pawlisch from an online Tricycle retreat led by Mushim
Ikeda of the East Bay Meditation Center. See Real Refuge: Building Inclusive
and Welcoming Sanghas, Week One, “Seeing the Unseen,” August 5th, 2013.
Available at http://www.tricycle.com/online-retreats/real-refuge-buildinginclusive-and-welcoming-sanghas. Further improvements are welcomed.
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• How do I become a good Dharma friend to those who might
wish to be with us in Sangha but who cannot do so because of
the barrier our Sangha—unconsciously and without intention—
presents make us appear unwelcoming.
With a mind that is spacious and gentle, with a heart that is kind
and compassionate,
Without self-condemnation or criticism of others,
I vow to make the invisible visible so that I can better see the
Buddha, so that I can better live the Dharma, and so that I can
better share our Sangha.
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VERSION A
DIVERSITY TRAININGS
1) Aware of the suffering caused by imposing one’s own opinions or cultural
beliefs upon another human being, I undertake the training to refrain from
forcing others, in any way— through authority, threat, financial incentive, or
indoctrination—to adopt my own belief system. I commit to respecting
every human being’s right to be different, while working towards the
elimination of suffering of all beings.
2) Aware of the suffering caused by invalidating or denying another person's
experience, I undertake the training to refrain from making assumptions or
judging harshly any beliefs and attitudes that are different or not
understandable from my own. I commit to being open-minded and accepting
of other points of view, and I commit to meeting each perceived difference
in another person with kindness, respect, and a willingness to learn more
about their worldview.
3) Aware of the suffering caused by the violence of treating someone as
inferior or superior to one's own self, I undertake the training to refrain from
diminishing or idealizing the worth, integrity, and happiness of any human
being. Recognizing that my true nature is not separate from others, I commit
to treating each person that comes into my consciousness with the same
loving kindness, care, and equanimity that I would bestow upon people
beloved benefactor or dear friend.
4) Aware of the suffering caused by intentional and unintentional acts of
rejection, exclusion, avoidance, or indifference towards people who are
culturally, physically, sexually, or economically different from me, I
undertake the training to refrain from isolating myself to people of similar
backgrounds as myself and from being only with people who make me feel
comfortable. I commit to searching out ways to diversify my relationships
and increase my sensitivity towards people of different cultures, ethnicities,
sexual orientation, ages, physical abilities, genders, and economic means.
5) Aware of the suffering caused by the often unseen nature of privilege, and
the ability of privilege to benefit a select population over others, I undertake
the training to refrain from exploiting any person or group, including
economically, sexually, intellectually, or culturally. I commit to examine
with wisdom and clear comprehension the ways that I have privilege in
order to determine skillful ways of using privilege for the benefit of all
beings, and I commit to the practice of generosity in all aspects of my life
1

and towards all human beings, regardless of cultural, ethnic, racial, sexual,
age, physical, or economic differences.
6) Aware of the suffering caused to myself and others by fear and anger
during conflict or disagreement, I undertake the training to refrain from
reacting defensively, using harmful speech because I feel injured, or using
language or cognitive argument to justify my sense of rightness. I commit to
communicate and express myself mindfully, speaking truthfully from my
heart with patience and compassion. I commit to practice genuine and deep
listening to all sides of a dispute, and to remain in contact with my highest
intentions of recognizing Buddha nature within all human beings.
7) Aware of the suffering caused by the ignorance of misinformation and the
lack of information that aggravate fixed views, stereotypes, the stigmatizing
of a human being as “other,” and the marginalization of cultural groups, I
undertake the training to educate myself about other cultural attitudes,
worldviews, ethnic traditions, and life experiences outside of my own. I
commit to be curious with humility and openness, to recognize with
compassion the experience of suffering in all beings, and to practice
sympathetic joy when encountering the many different cultural expressions
of happiness and celebration around the world.
From Larry Yang, “Embracing Diversity in the Mindfulness, Diversity and
Social Change Sangha,” Thich Nhat Hanh, Jack Lawlor, ed., Friends on the
Path, ch. 30, at 225- 28. (Parallax Press 2002.) (Trainings themselves at 22628).
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http://larryyang.org/images/training_the_mind.3.pdf
VERSION B

Directing the Mind Towards Practices in Diversity
by Larry Yang, LCSW
Oppression is a difficult concept to embrace, and it is a difficult experience to
explain. Oppression is an intense form of suffering that often elicits seemingly
immediate reactions from individuals whether they are the targets of oppression
or are the instigators of oppression. For people who are directly wounded by the
violence of racism, sexism, homophobia, classism, or other forms of oppression,
the pain may be so great that it is difficult to examine the pain mindfully on a
moment-to-moment basis. For people who perpetrate oppression or who are not
the direct targets of oppression, the pain may not be acknowledged, seen, or even
understood.
And yet, it exists. And it separates us from each other—in ways that harm the
quality of life of all human beings. So, what to do? How do we consciously move
towards the suffering, from wherever we are at?
The intention in developing these trainings is to break down the concept and
experience of oppression into some salient components. The invitation offered is
to begin by transforming a piece of oppression, rather than being intimidated by
the vastness of its suffering. The concept of “practice” presents itself as an
incremental and cumulative process. The practice of diversity is also such a
process. The hope is that this process can invite us into taking important steps in
transforming our experience with oppression in deep and meaningful ways.
The practice of these trainings is an opportunity to begin the journey towards
narrowing the experience of separation. As humans, we all participate in the
harmful behaviors that these trainings are addressing. We all have been the
perpetrator and victim, at one time or another. These trainings are for all of us, not
just for any particular group or community. And in our conjoint practice are the
vision, hope, and possibility of both cultivating non-perpetration of oppression
and increasing compassion in how we live our lives and understand each other.
Entering into the trainings can be done in many different ways. They can be
used in contemplative meditation practice and as themes for inquiry in individual
practice. If used in an organization, group, or community, they can serve as
Diversity Practice
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guided meditations and intentions, or as the beginning of mindful conversations.
Related to this is the possibility to use one or more of these trainings as guiding
principles during critical discussion, conflict resolution, mediation, or other
respectful dialogue.
The Fourteen Mindfulness Trainings of Thich Nhat Hanh, the Vietnamese Zen
Buddhist Master, were an invaluable inspiration and nourishment of these
trainings in diversity. The first mind training in diversity is a variation of Thich
Nhat Hanh’s Third Mindfulness Training in the Freedom of Thought. Since
beliefs and views often make up culture and identity, this felt like the best place to
begin the trainings. Thich Nhat Hanh has written: “Many of today’s problems did
not exist at the time of the Buddha. Therefore, we have to look deeply together in
order to develop the insights that will help us and our children find better ways to
live wholesome, happy, and healing lives.” This encouragement and suggestion
becomes especially important with issues of diversity.
Trainings of the Mind in Diversity
1. Aware of the suffering caused by imposing one’s own opinions or cultural
beliefs upon another human being, I undertake the training to refrain from
forcing others, in any way—through authority, threat, financial incentive, or
education—to adopt my own belief system. I commit to respecting every
human being’s right to be different, while working towards the elimination of
suffering of all beings.
2. Aware of the suffering caused by invalidating or denying another person’s
experience, I undertake the training to refrain from making assumptions, or
judging harshly any beliefs and attitudes that are different from my own or not
understandable to me. I commit to being open-minded towards other points of
view, and I commit to meeting each perceived difference in another person
with the willingness to learn more about their world view and individual
circumstances.
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3. Aware of the suffering caused by the violence of treating someone as inferior
or superior to one’s own self, I undertake the training to refrain from
diminishing or idealizing the worth, integrity, and happiness of any human
being. Recognizing that my true nature is not separate from others, I commit
to treating each person that comes into my consciousness, with the same
lovingkindness, care, and equanimity that I would bestow upon a beloved
benefactor or dear friend.
4. Aware of the suffering caused by intentional and unintentional acts of
rejection, exclusion, avoidance, or indifference towards people who are
culturally, physically, sexually, or economically different from me, I
undertake the training to refrain from isolating myself to people of similar
backgrounds as myself and from being only with people who make me feel
comfortable. I commit to searching out ways to diversify my relationships and
to increase my sensitivity towards people of different cultures, ethnicities,
sexual orientations, ages, physical abilities, genders, and economic means.
5. Aware of the suffering caused by the often unseen nature of privilege, and the
ability of privilege to benefit a select population over others, I undertake the
training to refrain from exploiting any person or group, including
economically, sexually, intellectually, or culturally. I commit to examine with
wisdom and clear comprehension the ways that I have privilege in order to
determine skillful ways of using privilege for the benefit of all beings, and I
commit to the practice of generosity in all aspects of my life and towards all
human beings, regardless of cultural, ethnic, racial, sexual, age, physical or
economic differences.
6. Aware of the suffering caused to myself and others by fear and anger during
conflict or disagreement, I undertake the training to refrain from reacting
defensively, using harmful speech because I feel injured, or using language or
cognitive argument to justify my sense of rightness. I commit to communicate
and express myself mindfully, speaking truthfully from my heart with
patience and compassion. I commit to practice genuine and deep listening to
all sides of a dispute, and to remain in contact with my highest intentions of
recognizing the humanity within all people.
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7. Aware of the suffering caused by the ignorance of misinformation and the
lack of information that aggravate fixed views, stereotypes, the stigmatizing of
a human being as “other,” and the marginalization of cultural groups, I
undertake the training to educate myself about other cultural attitudes, world
views, ethnic traditions, and life experiences outside of my own. I commit to
be curious with humility and openness, to recognize with compassion the
experience of suffering in all beings, and to practice sympathetic joy when
encountering the many different cultural expressions of happiness and
celebration around the world.
8. Aware of the suffering caused by the cumulative harm that a collective of
people can impose on individuals and other groups, I undertake the training to
refrain from consciously validating or participating in group processes,
dynamics, activities, decisions, or actions which perpetuate the suffering that
these trainings describe on a familial, social, institutional, governmental,
societal, cultural, or global level. I commit to exploring, examining and
eliminating the ways that I consciously and unconsciously ally myself with
forces that cause harm and oppression, and commit myself to working for the
benefit and peace of all.
A version of these trainings is included in Friends on the Path: Living Spiritual Communities, by Thich Nhat
Hanh, compiled by Jack Lawlor, Parallax Press, 2002.

Diversity Practice

© 2004 Larry Yang

pg 4

METTA AS DIVERSITY PRACTICE
May I be happy to learn experiences, share, and celebrate the life
experiences of those who come from different backgrounds than I do.
May I be free of any act of injury, offense, anger, stress, or indifference that
I, or others, have caused.
May I live with ease and wellbeing, guided by patience, generosity,
forgiveness, and understanding towards the conditioned experiences of all
beings, with a heightened awareness of those who are different from me.
May I be free to discover and experience the Buddha nature in all beings
[with the openness of the newborn child towards his or her parents.]
Continuing with the community with whom I most identify:
May we . . .
Continuing with a benefactor or dear friend:
May you . . .
Continuing with a neutral person with whom you may or may not share
the same cultural, ethnic, sexual, or economic background or physical
abilities:
May you . . .
Continuing with a person with whom you have had difficult intercultural
experiences (starting by choosing a person who has not caused you the
deepest harm):
May you and I . . .
Continuing with a community or cultural group that has been difficult
(again, starting by choosing the group who has not caused you the deepest
harm):
May all of us . . .

Returning to traditional Metta practice:
May all beings be happy. May all beings be free from pain and suffering.
May all being live with ease and wellbeing. May all beings be free.
Dedication:
May the awareness of the needs of diverse communities continue to be
recognized and to grow in all Sanghas.
May all Sanghas, to the best of their abilities, take actions towards the
elimination of cultural, racial, ethnic, sexual, physical, and economic
barriers to practice.
May this work on issues of diversity and oppression heal the experiences of
separation and show us all the commonality of our nature for the benefit of
all beings everywhere in all directions.
Thich Nhat Hanh, ed. Jack Lawlor, Friends on the Path, Appendix II, at
278-81. (Parallax Press 2002) (developed by Larry Yang) (lightly edited by
Curt Pawlisch).

Sample Welcoming Statements of the Mindfulness,
Diversity, and Social Change Sangha
Welcome to the Mindfulness, Diversity, and Social Change sangha. Our Sangha was
created during a retreat in the fall of 1997 by people of color and social change activists.
Our desire is to create a space where anyone can come together for mutual support and
mindfulness practice. Our intention is also to offer people of diverse social identities a
safe welcoming and participatory sangha where they can feel at home and in community.
Our practice is based on the teachings of Thich Nhat Hanh, a Vietnamese monk of
international recognition and honor.
We welcome people of all faiths and practices who wish to explore ways to heal the
interconnected forms of injustice and oppression through the practice of mindfulness and
to find a place to rest and to re-examine their daily lives.
As a grassroots Sangha we don't have a regular Dharma teacher, so we encourage and
actively seek participation by all members in planning and offering Dharma teachings.
From Charles King, “Embracing Diversity in the Mindfulness, Diversity and Social
Change Sangha,” Thich Nhat Hanh, Jack Lawlor, ed. Friends on the Path, ch. 29, at 215.
(Parallax Press 2002.)
Our practice is based on the teachings of Thich Nhat Hanh and other mindfulness
practitioners. We welcome people of all faiths who wish to explore mindfulness practice
as a way to help heal the interconnected forms of injustice and oppression, from global
threats of militarism and environmental exploitation to everyday, habitual forms of
racism, classism, sexism, and other-isms which cause such painful separations in our
human society.
From Charles King, “Embracing Diversity in the Mindfulness, Diversity and Social
Change Sangha,” Thich Nhat Hanh, Jack Lawlor, ed., Friends on the Path, ch. 29, at 216
(Parallax Press 2002.)
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Why We Can’t Breathe: A Buddhist Contemplation On Race1
In Buddhist meditation, our breathing is essential. Anapana,
meditation on the breath was the Buddha’s first meditation instruction and the
basis for all further meditative endeavors.
Breathing is not only life-sustaining and calming; it is a foremost teaching aid.
Breathing, we sense immediately our necessary connection to what is other
than ourselves.
Without the exchange of air—inner and outer—we would die. We are not
independent. We are dependent.
We are interdependent. We are connected with one another. We breathe the
same air. That air is neither black nor white. We share the life-force of all.
If one of us cannot breathe, none of us can breathe fully and deeply, and we no
longer experience our connection with one another.
If Eric Garner cannot breathe, then we cannot breathe. If Michael Brown no
longer breathes, we cannot breathe. If Tamir Rice does not breathe, we
cannot breathe.
Something is mightily broken. A hard rock of sadness and pain rolls itself up in
our hearts, and we cannot breathe. We must do something—swiftly and nonviolently–to right the moral compass. Because, at this moment, none of us can
breathe.

1

A proposed contemplation adapted from an article by Jan Willis, “Why We Can’t Breathe,”
December 7, 2014, available at: http://www.lionsroar.com/cant-breathe.
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MINUTES
February 14, 2015
Meeting of the Ad Hoc Snowflower
Diversity Committee (“the Committee”)
Present: He Jingying, Diane Austin, Ben Hair, Curt Pawlisch
Absent: Karen Reppen, Carol Rubin.
I. INTRODUCTIONS.
Discussion. Members offered several reasons for joining the Committee and working on
the diversity issue: their personal experiences and resulting feelings of exclusion due to
cultural barriers or bias, abhorrence of racial injustice, especially in light of recent, wellpublicized incidents of abusive law enforcement actions against persons of color that
resulted in grave and tragic outcomes. Some Committee members also regretted their
isolation from people of color.
II. DISCUSSION OF PROCEDURE AND COMMITTEE MEMBERSHIP.
Decisions. For purposes of continuity and consistency, Curt will chair the Committee
unless he feels unable to do so for health or other reasons. Curt invited Committee
members to revisit their decision at any time.
To facilitate the cooperative, small-group nature of the Committee discussions, the
Committee will use consensus decision-making.
Consistent with a request from the Steering Council, the Committee will distribute its
minutes to the Sangha Listserv and archive them on the Sangha website.
The Committee approved Jingying’s request to add two members to the Committee,
persons who have previously attended Snowflower Sangha.
Action Items. Curt will draft and email minutes for committee members’ approval; upon
any needed revisions and final approval, he will send the document to the Listserv and
post it on the Sangha website.
Jingying will email Curt the names and email addresses of the persons she identified in
Snowflower Sangha who wished to join the Committee
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III.

THE COMMITTEE’S MISSION STATEMENT AS APPROVED BY CTC
AND STC.

Discussion. During the course of their deliberations that led to creating a special
ad hoc diversity committee, CTC and STC considered a motion outlining the
committee’s duties.1 The Committee reviewed the motion’s contents and
concluded that it effectively served as a mission statement.
Accordingly, the Committee understands that its role is to study and recommend
actions for the Sangha to take on the issue of diversity so as to support, protect
and enhance the practice of the Sangha and its members.
IV. IDENTIFICATION OF GOALS.
Decisions. The Committee did not want to set priorities concerning one set of diversity
issues over another (e.g., sexual orientation or ethnicity). Members decided that the
Sangha diversity issues should also include cultural and socio-economic diversity. While
deciding to not prioritize one set of diversity issues over another, members also noted that
the issue of racial justice and white privilege were strong motivators for the Committee’s
formation and for committee member participation.
The Committee reviewed notes taken during a recent Sangha planning meeting at Don
Katz’s home. Committee members discussed whether planning meeting attendees
thought the Committee should expand its role to include “marketing” the Sangha so as to
increase Sangha membership. The Committee does not wish to engage in marketing (e.g.,
how to make publications more attractive to young people). Instead, the Committee will
seek to help identify and recommend how to remove barriers that separate the Sangha
from the broader Madison community.
The Committee reviewed the Insight Meditation Society (“IMS”) Diversity Initiative goal
statement:
1. “To deepen the understanding and undoing of internalized and
institutional racism in order that leaders and members throughout
IMS's community can act with wisdom and compassion, informed
by sensitivity to racial and cultural realities.”
2. “To reduce barriers for people of color to participate in IMS
retreats.”
1

The motion read as follows:
The CTC and STC recommend that SF create an ad hoc committee of interested Sangha
members for the purposes of a) studying ways to support and enhance the diversity of
Sangha members while protecting the existing Sangha and b) making recommendations
to the STC in December of 2015 concerning feasible ways to do so.
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3. “To enhance the sense of welcoming, community and
inspiration that people of color feel about practicing and serving at
IMS.”
4. “To offer the teachings in a way that resonates with a racially
diverse sangha by enhancing cultural sensitivity on the part of our
faculty and by increasing the number of teachers of color.”
5. “To define organizational strategies for sustaining focus on our
diversity vision and carrying it forward.”2
Curt shared that he had recently spoken to a diversity employee at a state university
concerning the appropriateness of the IMS goals. This person emphasized that she was
speaking in an individual capacity and not in any way as a state university employee or
spokesperson. She suggested that the IMS goals should have included the concept of
white privilege. She would also eliminate the phrase in #4, “by increasing the number of
teachers of color,” because it sounded like tokenism, or as one Committee member put it,
like a “quota system.” One Committee member suggested revising the phrase to instead
say, “by ensuring that Sangha leadership reflects the diversity of its membership.” The
Committee’s review of the IMS goals was only to give a sense of possible outcomes of
the Committee’s work on a goal statement for Sangha consideration.
Curt advised that diversity official would be willing to speak to the Committee. He also
reported that she thought the Committee should strive to recommend that the Sangha seek
to be seen as welcoming to diverse populations. Furthermore, we should have the
mindset that the Sangha’s lack of racial diversity was not the problem for Madison
African-American community to solve. She also advised the Committee to avoid
tokenism, which Curt understood in this context to mean patting ourselves on the back if
we gain two African-American members. Curt thought that we also should avoid
thinking of ourselves as “The Great White Hope,” in other words, having the mindset that
African-Americans have problems and that we can deliver solutions.
Committee members recognized the need to: 1) educate themselves on implicit bias; 2)
find community resources to help in this regard; and 3) identify community projects in
which Snowflower members could be of service to communities that would include
persons of color.
Committee members thought the Sangha should develop a more “inclusive-feeling” to its
website, one that implicitly and explicitly communicates the Sangha’s commitment to
diversity values. Curt reported that he was working with Don Katz to build an entirely
new Sangha website, and that these discussions were well timed.
Diane shared examples of statements of inclusivity on websites of First Congregation
Church (http://www.firstcongmadison.org) and East Bay Meditation Center

2

From http://www.dharma.org/about-us/diversity (last visited on 2/16/15). (NOTE: COMMITTEE
MEMBERS DID NOT SEE #5 DURING OUR 2/14 MEETING BECAUSE JAN SHEPPARD HAD APPARENTLY
INADVERTENDLY OMITTED IT IN HER EMAIL TO CURT PAWLISCH.)
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(www.eastbaymeditation.org, “Our mission is to foster liberation, personal and
interpersonal healing, social action, and inclusive community building.”
Jingying noted that transportation is a barrier for students wishing to attend Tuesday and
Friday night Sangha sessions. Bus service on these nights to Sangha is okay; bus service
afterwards is not. Many students, perhaps especially foreign students, may feel
uncomfortable asking for rides home.
Diane said that she would raise this issue with the CTC. Curt suggested that perhaps the
CTC should request that, prior to the first sit, leaders ask volunteers to raise their hands if
they would be willing to drive persons home after Sangha.
Other issues noted were that Sangha members may not know about opportunities to
volunteer, such as the Coming Home Project. Perhaps the CTC should review this
concern with a thought about periodic Sangha announcements or descriptions.
V.

REVIEW OF SUGGESTED GOALS AND ACTIONS FOR FURTHER
COMMITTEE REVIEW.

Discussion: The Committee began its review of the following submissions:
A. From the CTC minutes: “The CTC brainstormed possible ideas for examining
SnowFlower’s inclusivity, including:
1. Researching what other sanghas have done to address the issue,
2. Reevaluating our materials,
3. Starting sangha sits for various different constituencies
4. Requesting dharma talks on the subject
5. Offering a class or video series.” (modified to outline format).
B. From CTC 2014 annual report (note that this list reflects discussion at
Snowflower Visioning meeting held at Don Katz’s home earlier this year):
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!

!
1.!!How!to!include!more!people!of!different:!!
!
!
a.!!generations?!!
!
!
b.!!classes,?!!
!
!
b.!!ethnicities?!
!
2.!!Can!welcome!materials!be!more!inclusive!or!inviting!to!younger!!
!
!
generation?!
!
3.!!How!would!a!statement!of!non@discrimination/inclusivity!be!!
!
!
worded?!
4.!!When!we!face!challenging!issues,!Thay!asks!us!to!start!with!ourselves.!!
!
What!do!we!need!to!read,!reflect,!discuss,!to!create!atmospheres!of!
!
more!inclusivity?!white!privilege?!!

C. From Diane Austin:
1. Revision of web site to explicitly welcome members from diverse
backgrounds
2. Ideas about education regarding white privilege (self-study, small
groups, dharma talks, other ideas)
D. From Karen Reppen: Using her training as a facilitator for
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multicultural awareness.
E. From Carol Rubin: “Perhaps some of us could go to a couple
predominantly black churches, attend a services, and ask to read [a] brief
statement. I know the Pastor at Zion City International and could ask him
how this would be received if a couple of us want to do this.”
F. Should diversity, especially racial diversity, be a national Thay
Sangha initiative rather than an individual Sangha initiative?
G. Research:
1. Madison resources, networking options (e.g, Richard Davis class)
2. Other sanghas: goal statements, activities, lessons learned (other Thay
Sanghas, IMS, etc.)
3. Is there such a thing as “a diversity auditor” who could review all
Sangha materials and practices to identify ways that we are
unconsciously impairing opportunities for a diverse membership?
4. What does it mean to be a “member” of Snowflower?
VI. NEXT STEPS/ASSIGNMENTS
See attached chart.
VII. ADJOURNMENT.
Decision: The Committee agreed to meet monthly, and that for now the Madison Central
Library works well as a meeting place, not only—as its name implies—due to its central
location, its proximity to many bus routes, and its meeting rooms that can be reserved by
library patrons at no cost.
***ADDENDUM: By email received post-meeting, Carol Rubin suggested Committee
review of the following ideas.
!
•

3@5!Sangha!members!begin!to!attend!Sunday!services!at!traditional!black!churches!
in!Madison.!!

•

We!and!the!Sangha!members!who!go!in!to!prison!(4@8!people)!offer!to!teach!a!
Mindfulness!Stress!Reduction!Course!especially!for!people!of!color!and!try!to!hold!it!
at!Fountain!of!Life!or!Zion!City!Internatinal!Ministries;!or!

•

We!offer!to!tack!on!such!a!30@45!minute!training!on!to!the!next!EXPO!meeting!in!
Madison!or!Milwaukee!.!!Expo!is!a!new!group!for!the!formerly!incarcerated!started!
by!WISDOM,!parent!of!MOSES.!!WISDOM!is!also!doing!another!leadership!training!
for!the!formerly!incarcerated!for!which!we!could!do!such!a!training.!

•

We!start!small!by!each!of!us!personally!inviting!1@3!people!of!color!to!attend!a!
Mindfulness!stress@based!reduction!course.!I!think!I!could!get!3!people!there.!!If!we!
got!5@10!individuals!we!would!be!doing!well.!

!

!

!
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APPROVED MINUTES
March 14, 2015
Meeting of the Ad Hoc Snowflower
Diversity Committee (“the Committee”)
Present: Karen Reppen, Carol Rubin, Diane Austin, Ben Hair, and Curt Pawlisch
Absent: He Jingying, Yijin Jang.
After introductions, the Committee sat in meditation for three minutes.
1. Review and Approve Minutes.
Committee: The members approved the minutes from its 2-14-15 meeting. In particular,
they agreed that our Committee’s mission, as reflected in the minutes, is to “to study and
recommend actions for the Sangha to take on the issue of diversity so as to support,
protect and enhance the practice of the Sangha and its members.”
2. Review of Status of Assignments From Last Meeting.
a.
b.
c.
d.

Taking implicit bias test.
Finding resources such as websites and books, etc. on diversity.
Reviewing diversity mission statements.
Finding Sangha websites that explicitly welcome diversity.

Committee: The members shared their results of the implicit bias test as well as their
disappointment and frustration with the outcomes that reflected in varying degrees a
“preference for whites.” See https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/.
The review of implicit bias test results led to a broader discussion and identification of
the Committee’s goals. The matters discussed, the ideas raised, and the questions asked
included the following:
•

Where does our diversity work start? Is our work “internal” or “external?”
Should the Sangha reach out, or look within?
o Ideas included limiting our recommendations to SnowFlower to the internal
work of exploring privilege and conditioning so as to foster a more open,
aware, and welcoming community.
o Others thought external work was also important, suggesting that for Sangha
members, we should regularly highlight and make readily available and
transparent volunteer opportunities to serve persons of color or other nonmajority individuals at nonprofit service or advocacy groups such as MOSES.
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•

o Heightening awareness of Thay’s teachings on Engaged Buddhism as applied
to the diversity issue and the resources already available to us.
o Should our work start with the work we have to do on ourselves? Or can we
immediately start to "recruit" people of color?
o Welcoming statement at the start of Sangha is a nice idea, but not at the root
of the cultivation we need to do.
o Why do we want diversity? Check our intentions.
o Possible course of action: offer existing Sangha opportunities for awareness
to begin work of genuine welcoming & reaching out.
o Possible course of action: looking into the dynamics of our Sangha's current
community (geographical & otherwise).
o Anecdote: message taken away from a UW diversity expert “above all, make
yourself welcoming & avoid tokenism.”
How do we become more welcoming?
! Service in the community as opposed to affirmative action to
recruit persons of color.
! Promote the service opportunities that exist already such as
MOSES.
! Starting a dialogue, gaining perspective through interaction.
o Survey Sangha members to help determine where our Sangha is on the
diversity issue. Members could choose to answer anonymously such
questions as “In what community were you raised?” “How do you define
yourself?” “How long have you been coming to Sangha?”
o Challenge Sangha members to step outside their comfort zone.
o Invite Sangha to join us in promoting bias awareness.
o Possible course of action: Committee members give dharma talks to promote
discussion, mindful investigation and identification of bias and places in need
of our awareness. This idea in particular gained traction. Committee
members volunteered to talk about diversity at each of the Sangha gatherings
(T, W, F and Sundays). Until our lesson and message are clearer, this is only
a tentative decision.

While progress has been made on the assignments from last meeting, more work remains
to discover additional diversity resources. Since our first meeting, committee members
found several examples of mission statements and Sangha websites that emphasize
diversity. Ben agreed to organize the Committee’s Google documents on which these
materials are listed.
3. Discussion of conference idea concerning implicit bias: Can and should
SnowFlower, on its own or in conjunction with other Buddhist groups, organize a
conference or retreat on mindful responses to implicit bias?
Committee: During its brief discussion due to time constraints, the Committee generally
agreed with the proposal but realized that other preliminary work on Sangha diversity
should occur first. Cheri Maples was identified as a recognized expert on this issue.
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MINUTES
July 18, 2015
Meeting of the Ad Hoc Snowflower
Diversity Committee (“the Committee”)
Present: Karen Reppen, Sue Laughrin, Ben Hair, and Curt Pawlisch.
Absent: Keith Hazelton, Joe Fishback, He Jingying and Yijin Wang.
I. STATUS OF COMMITTEE WORK.
A. Committee Membership. Curt advised that the Committee had three new
members: Sue Laughrin (in attendance), Keith Hazelton and Joe Fishback. Diane Austin
can no longer attend Committee meetings or volunteer for Committee assignments due to
her move to Texas this September, but she has expressed an interest in reviewing and
commenting on the Committee’s report when it is in draft form.
B. Ben Hair summarized his report to, and feedback from, the Steering Council
at its meeting earlier in the week.
C. Curt brought to the Committee’s attention the guidance document for Sanghas
by transbuddhist.org as well as the Call to Action and the Call to White Buddhists issued
by Buddhists for Racial Justice.
D. Curt shared a list of proposed questions that he intends to ask Ruth King in an
upcoming Skype or phone conference with her (Ben and Keith have asked to also
participate.) This list is attached. Curt will email Committee members information about
Ms. King’s teachings.
E. Curt brought to Committee members’ attention the substantial resources he
has pulled together in Dropbox, including excerpted passages with Thay’s teachings on
Sangha building and diversity from Friends on the Path and Together We Are One.
II. DISCUSSION OF OVER-ALL DIRECTION OF COMMITTEE
Discussion points are highlighted below for purposes of providing background for
Committee recommendations. They are inputs towards decisions, and not decisions
themselves.
Sanghas in the US are predominantly white, educated, liberal, middle/upper-middle class.
Why? One possible explanation for our own initial attraction to Buddhism may stem
from cultural appropriation–even if our practice has since deepened. An article from the
website Everyday Feminism addresses the concerns about cultural appropriation: "What's
Wrong with Cultural Appropriation? These 9 Answers Reveal Its Harm.”
http://everydayfeminism.com/2015/06/cultural-appropriationwrong/?utm_source=SocialWarfare&utm_medium=twitter&utm_campaign=SocialWarfa
re.

1

Approved: August 21, 2015
How does our lack of diversity, how does our failure to understand white privilege, how
does our failure to examine oppressive power structures in our society and our role in
them lead us away from a fully enriched practice? We need to examine our own ideas
about inclusion, oppression, and how our disconnection from our biases causes us to
suffer.
Outreach from our Sangha should not be about conversion and should avoid tokenism.
We need to address our own suffering. In reaching out to faith communities of people of
color, we can learn from them and bring their wisdom into our practice. Indeed, the
African-American community’s spiritual needs are likely already in their own religious
communities. Attempts to convert are likely not only to fail, but also to be misguided:
We need not and should not proselytize, but instead gather what we can. It is we who will
be enriched in our practice.
Our recommendations to Sangha should note that Thay has offered separate retreats for
people of color.
Perhaps the Sangha website should include tagline: "SnowFlower, Madison's community
for Engaged Buddhism"
Our recommendations to Sangha should note that opportunities to serve as a volunteer in
Madison’s African-American community are listed in the Justified Anger report available
on the web.
Thich Nhat Hanh books concerning diversity: Friends on the Path, compiled by Jack
Lawlor, a work that includes Thay’s Dharma talks on the importance of Sangha and
contributions from other leading practitioners on the topic of diversity, and Thay’s
Together We Are One: Honoring Our Diversity.
From this discussion, discussions from prior meetings, and our own research, and without
intending to limit by enumeration, the Committee re-affirmed its recommendations would
reflect several aspirations, including broadly the relief of suffering and the opportunity to
build Sangha. More specifically, the Committee seeks to strengthen the Sangha and the
practice of our members by:
•
•

•

•

Ensuring that SnowFlower is as welcoming as possible to members of nondominant communities;
Healing the wounds, both visible and invisible, that Sangha members hold within
themselves due to the forces of structural racism and other forms of structurallyimplanted ideas as to the inferiority or unacceptability of the “other”;
Making available to Sangha members opportunities to broaden their perspectives
on diversity and equity issues by exposing them to a broad array of teachings and
life experiences, the knowledge of which may deepen their understanding of the
Dharma;
Identifying or creating opportunities for service within the Madison community;
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•

•

Determine if Groundwork, Nehemiah and YWCA —organizations listed in the
Justified Anger Next Steps publication—offer training sessions as to diversity,
implicit bias and multicultural awareness that would be appropriate resources for
SnowFlower members;
Add to the Committee’s Google document that lists Buddhist diversity resources
and other background materials from the Committee’s Dropbox folders.

Keith:
•

On 7/24/15, Skype with Ruth King.

IV. NEXT MEETING AND ADJOURNMENT.
Curt will email members on or about 7/25/15 to inquire about whether and when to hold
another meeting.
The Committee adjourned.
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APPENDIX D

http://www.aspeninstitute.org/sites/default/files/content/docs/rcc/RCC-Structural-Racism-Glossary.pdf

Glossary for Understanding the Dismantling Structural
Racism/Promoting Racial Equity Analysis
We hope that this glossary will be helpful to your efforts. Unlike most glossaries, this glossary is
not in alphabetical order. Instead it ranks the words in order of importance to an overall
understanding of the dismantling structural racism/promoting racial equity analysis.
Structural Racism: A system in which public policies, institutional practices, cultural
representations, and other norms work in various, often reinforcing ways to perpetuate
racial group inequity. It identifies dimensions of our history and culture that have allowed
privileges associated with “whiteness” and disadvantages associated with “color” to endure and
adapt over time. Structural racism is not something that a few people or institutions choose to
practice. Instead it has been a feature of the social, economic and political systems in which we all
exist.
Racial Equity: Racial equity refers to what a genuinely non-racist society would look like. In a
racially equitable society, the distribution of society’s benefits and burdens would not be skewed by
race. In other words, racial equity would be a reality in which a person is no more or less likely to
experience society’s benefits or burdens just because of the color of their skin. This is in contrast to
the current state of affairs in which a person of color is more likely to live in poverty, be imprisoned,
drop out of high school, be unemployed and experience poor health outcomes like diabetes, heart
disease, depression and other potentially fatal diseases. Racial equity holds society to a higher
standard. It demands that we pay attention not just to individual-level discrimination, but to overall
social outcomes.
Systemic Racism: In many ways “systemic racism” and “structural racism” are synonymous. If
there is a difference between the terms, it can be said to exist in the fact that a structural racism
analysis pays more attention to the historical, cultural and social psychological aspects of our
currently racialized society.
White Privilege: White privilege, or “historically accumulated white privilege,” as we have come to
call it, refers to whites’ historical and contemporary advantages in access to quality education, decent
jobs and liveable wages, homeownership, retirement benefits, wealth and so on. The following
quotation from a publication by Peggy Macintosh can be helpful in understanding what is meant by
white privilege: “As a white person I had been taught about racism that puts others at a disadvantage,
but had been taught not to see one of its corollary aspects, white privilege, which puts me at an
advantage. . . White privilege is an invisible package of unearned assets which I can count on cashing
in every day, but about which I was meant to remain oblivious.” (Source: Peggy Macintosh,
“Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack.” excerpted from Working Paper #189 White Privilege and Male
Privilege a Personal Account of Coming to See Correspondences through Work in Women’s Studies. Wellesley,
MA: Wellesley College Center for the Study of Women (1989).)
Institutional Racism: Institutional racism refers to the policies and practices within and across
institutions that, intentionally or not, produce outcomes that chronically favor, or put a racial group

at a disadvantage. Poignant examples of institutional racism can be found in school disciplinary
policies in which students of color are punished at much higher rates that their white counterparts,
in the criminal justice system, and within many employment sectors in which day-to-day operations,
as well as hiring and firing practices can significantly disadvantage workers of color.
Individual Racism: Individual racism can include face-to-face or covert actions toward a person
that intentionally express prejudice, hate or bias based on race.
Diversity: Diversity has come to refer to the various backgrounds and races that comprise a
community, nation or other grouping. In many cases the term diversity does not just acknowledge
the existence of diversity of background, race, gender, religion, sexual orientation and so on, but
implies an appreciation of these differences. The structural racism perspective can be distinguished
from a diversity perspective in that structural racism takes direct account of the striking disparities in
well-being and opportunity areas that come along with being a member of a particular group and
works to identify ways in which these disparities can be eliminated.
Ethnicity: Ethnicity refers to the social characteristics that people may have in common, such as
language, religion, regional background, culture, foods, etc. Ethnicity is revealed by the traditions
one follows, a person’s native language, and so on. Race, on the other hand, describes categories
assigned to demographic groups based mostly on observable physical characteristics, like skin color,
hair texture and eye shape.
Cultural Representations: Cultural representations refer to popular stereotypes, images, frames
and narratives that are socialized and reinforced by media, language and other forms of mass
communication and “common sense.” Cultural representations can be positive or negative, but
from the perspective of the dismantling structural racism analysis, too often cultural representations
depict people of color in ways that are dehumanizing, perpetuate inaccurate stereotypes, and have
the overall effect of allowing unfair treatment within the society as a whole to seem fair, or ‘natural.’
National Values: National values are behaviors and characteristics that we as members of a society
are taught to value and enact. Fairness, equal treatment, individual responsibility, and meritocracy
are examples of some key national values in the United States. When looking at national values
through a structural racism lens, however, we can see that there are certain values that have allowed
structural racism to exist in ways that are hard to detect. This is because these national values are
referred to in ways that ignore historical realities. Two examples of such national values are
‘personal responsibility’ and ‘individualism,’ which convey the idea that people control their fates
regardless of social position, and that individual behaviors and choices alone determine material
outcomes.
Progress & Retrenchment: This term refers to the pattern in which progress is made through the
passage of legislation, court rulings and other formal mechanisms that aim to promote racial equality.
Brown v. Board of Education and the Fair Housing Act are two prime examples of such progress.
But retrenchment refers to the ways in which this progress is very often challenged, neutralized or
undermined. In many cases after a measure is enacted that can be counted as progress, significant
backlashes—retrenchment—develop in key public policy areas. Some examples include the gradual
erosion of affirmative action programs, practices among real estate professionals that maintain
segregated neighborhoods, and failure on the part of local governments to enforce equity oriented
policies such as inclusionary zoning laws.
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buddhists for racial justice

may all beings be free from harm

An Open Letter
To Buddhist Teachers, Monastics, Priests,
Leaders, Ministers, Practitioners, and
Clergy
(you are invited to endorse this letter, below
(http://buddhistsforracialjustice.org/an-open-letter/#endorse))
As Buddhist teachers and leaders we are deeply shaken and
saddened by the intentional and premeditated murder of nine
worshippers at Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in
Charleston, South Carolina on June 17, 2015. We send our heartfilled condolences to the families, loved ones, church, and
communities, who have experienced this grievous loss.
While this terrorist act was apparently perpetrated by a single
individual consumed by racial hatred and a desire to ignite a race
war, the soil in which this massacre took root is the legacy of
slavery, white supremacy, Jim Crow laws, lynchings, and the
resulting racial inequalities and injustices that persist in our
individual and collective consciousness and institutions. The
http://buddhistsforracialjustice.org/an-open-letter/
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daily experience of violence against people of color has become
more recently visible through highlighted media coverage of the
ongoing brutal treatment and killings of unarmed AfricanAmericans by law enforcement agents across the country.
As Buddhists we realize the interdependence of all of our
experiences—and that violence towards one community is
violence perpetrated upon us all. As spiritual leaders, we must be
committed to healing the wounds of racism that are such a
primary and toxic part of the landscape of our country. This calls
on those of dominant white communities to inquire deeply into
and transform patterns of exclusion to power, inequity in
resources, unseen bias, and unexamined disparities in privilege.
There is an urgency to affirm that Black Lives Matter and work
with religious and secular communities to respond to racial
injustice.
In this time of grieving and cultural trauma continuing from the
mass killings in Charleston and the systemic violence by law
enforcement groups against African Americans, other people of
color and indigenous peoples, we call on teachers and leaders of
Buddhist communities to respond definitively by connecting
spiritual intentions of non-harm with meaningful and tangible
action, including: turn towards the collective suffering of
race/hate violence and white dominance that our society is
experiencing, rather than ignore it.
We advocate our Buddhist spiritual leadership (in all its diverse
lineages and traditions) to address the current events in our
teachings, dharma talks, our meditations, our community
meetings, our dharma classes, our practice sessions, and to ask
our individual Buddhist sanghas to join in the greater spiritual
communities of faith in solidarity with the families of Emanuel
AME Church and the broader African American community. We
also encourage your active call for changes in gun laws to help
prevent further loss of life, and destruction of our families and
communities.
We believe it is especially important that as Buddhist teachers
and leaders, we encourage the white members of our community
to continue to awaken to the history and dynamics of white
privilege and the impact of unconscious collective racial bias. In a
parallel way, it is essential that people of color continue to
http://buddhistsforracialjustice.org/an-open-letter/
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investigate their own unconscious patterning that perpetuates the
suffering of racism. As support for these processes, and more
broadly for activism dedicated to racial justice, we are offering
two versions of a “Call to Engage.” One, available here
(http://buddhistsforracialjustice.org/call-to-white-buddhists/),
is for white members of our community, and the second, for
members of color, is forthcoming (you can sign up here
(http://buddhistsforracialjustice.org/call-to-poc-buddhists/) to
be notified of its arrival).
Together may we help serve the creation of Beloved Community
—a society that is just, equitable, grounded in respect and love.
With prayers for peace, healing and awakening,
Open Letter : Signatures

William Aiken, Buddhist writer and organizer
Ayya Anandabodhi, Aloka Vihara Forest Monastery
Acharya Dale Asrael, Shambhala International
James Baraz, Insight Meditation Community of Berkeley and Spirit Rock
Santussika Bhikkhuni, Karuna Buddhist Vihara and Buddhist Global Relief
Amma Thanasanti Bhikkhuni, Shakti Vihara , Awakening Truth
Bhikkhu Bodhi, Buddhist Association of the United States
Sylvia Boorstein, Spirit Rock
Emily Bower, Shambhala
Tara Brach, Insight Meditation Community of Washington
Hugh Byrne, Insight Meditation Community of Washington
Acharya Christie Cashman, Shambhala
Acharya Susan Chapman, Shambhala
Lama Surya Das, Dzogchen Center
Signatures
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Name *
(please put your whole name, 3rst and last, here)

Email Address *

Location *
(City, State)

Are you a Buddhist Dharma teacher? *
Yes
No

Sangha or Af;liation

How do you identify racially? *
This information will help us keep future communication
relevant. Thank you!
Person of Color
White
Prefer not to state
Other:

Submit

Never submit passwords through Google Forms.

Powered by

This content is neither created nor endorsed by
Google.
Report Abuse - Terms of Service - Additional Terms
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buddhists for racial justice

may all beings be free from harm

Call to White Buddhists
This is a call to white Buddhist teachers, leaders and
practitioners to engage in the healing of racism as an essential
part of our journey of awakening.
Racial awareness as spiritual practice
Our Dharma practice calls on us to leave no stone unturned in
investigating racism and white dominance. And our practice can
support us profoundly as we encounter the challenges of this
inquiry. These four areas provide a framework of inquiry and
action:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Commit to ongoing self-education.
Engage in facilitated group work.
Promote structural change within our Dharma communities
Build collaborative relationships with people of color.

Racism – part of a bigger picture
As Buddhists we realize the interdependence of all of our
experiences, and we believe that understanding our privilege as
white people can actually support our liberation as women,
queer, working class, and/or other marginalized
identity/experience. Likewise, awakening to our racial privilege
can give us insight into how our participation in a dominant
http://buddhistsforracialjustice.org/call-to-white-buddhists/
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group as men, heterosexuals, and/or members of an affluent class
also comes at a cost to ourselves, our relationships, and the loving
community we long for.
We are not asking you, or ourselves, to focus exclusively on
racism. Rather, our hope is that understanding dominance
through our position as white people can help us better
understand the interrelated nature of multiple forms of social
inequity. With this understanding we can work – according to the
Buddhist teachings and practices we uphold – towards liberation
in the largest sense.
Building collective wisdom
If this call resonates with you, we urge you to engage in this
course of action with us, and to promote these suggestions among
other white teachers and practitioners. We in no way feel the
resources or approaches listed here are exhaustive – only a place
to start. We welcome your feedback, and hope to build collective
wisdom with you and with the teachers and practitioners of color
who practice in community with us.

1. Commit to ongoing self-education
The first step in change is understanding. Without engaging in
self hatred or self blame, we can compassionately look at the
ways in which we have not received an adequate education about
much of our country’s history, the daily struggles of indigenous
and people of color who are our neighbors, nor the extent of our
own privilege.
We encourage you to seek out professional training and expertise
from within and outside of our Dharma communities (resources
for this type of training are listed in the following section). And
we acknowledge that ongoing learning is vital. There are many
books, videos, articles, and other sources of information through
which we can begin this process immediately.
Good places to start:
Race: The Power of An Illusion
http://buddhistsforracialjustice.org/call-to-white-buddhists/

Page 2 of 10

Call to White Buddhists | buddhists for racial justice

8/25/15, 11:46 AM

(http://www.newsreel.org/video/RACE-THE-POWER-OFAN-ILLUSION) (California NewsReel): Watching this three
part documentary with teachers and/or members of your
spiritual community can be a powerful way to begin to
understand how racial dominance has been established and
maintained in the United States.
The recent publication “Why It’s So Hard to Talk to White
People about Racism” (http://imcw.org/Resources/ArticleDetail/ID/244/Why-Its-So-Hard-to-Talk-to-White-PeopleAbout-Racism) has been eye-opening in deepening awareness
and understanding of impact. In this article, Dr. Robin
DiAngelo explains the concept of white fragility and offers
wise insights and important guidance for White individuals
and White group inquiry.
You can also find resources, and Dharma-based support for
developing a racial awareness program, on the website:
whiteawake.org (http://whiteawake.org).
Within our Dharma communities valuable resources in
inquiring into racism and white dominance include these
relevant talks:
“Beloved Community”
(http://imcw.org/Talks/TalkDetail/TalkID/812) Tara Brach
(IMCW 6/17/15). In this intimate talk, Tara explores the often
hidden expressions of racism that fuel separation and
violence, and pathways toward healing and freeing our
collective hearts.
“Exploring Our Belonging and Kinship”
(http://imcw.org/Talks/TalkDetail/TalkID/760) Ruth King
(IMCW 2/4/15). In this talk Ruth explores the “relative”
reality of kinship, compassionately names patterns that harm,
and then offers specific mindful exercises that we can use in
personal or collective practice to heal and bridge separation.
“Reclamation of the Sacred”
(http://dharmaseed.org/teacher/178/talk/27138/)
Thanissara (Spirit Rock 5/5/15) This important talk
recognizes causes of collective dislocation, naming colonial
devastation and ways towards tenderness.
There are many teachers, of all different lineages, who have
made offerings of this nature, and whose interviews, articles,
books, and/or recorded talks are available online. These include:
http://buddhistsforracialjustice.org/call-to-white-buddhists/
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Larry Yang; Rev angel Kyodo williams; Lama Rod Owens; Gina
Sharpe; Arinna Weisman; Jan Willis; Rev. Zenju Earthlyn Manuel,
PhD; and others.
Another source of Dharma and ongoing social critique from a
Buddhist lens is the Buddhist Peace Fellowship’s online
platform: Turning Wheel Media
(http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/our-work/turningwheel-media/).
A helpful resource from outside the Buddhist tradition is the
essay “Not Somewhere Else, But Here”
(http://www.uua.org/re/tapestry/adults/btwwda/workshop7/166216.shtml)
(by Unitarian Universalist minister Dr. Rev. Rebecca Parker).

2. Engage in facilitated group work.
While learning can take place informally, we encourage you to
enter into some kind of facilitated group process.
White Affinity groups: We highly recommend that white teachers
and practitioners find ways to organize themselves into ongoing
learning communities. There is a need for all-white spaces that
prioritize our process as we gain new awareness, confront the
social training we have received as members of a dominant
group, and support one another in our commitment to ongoing
inquiry. We encourage you to consider developing and
maintaining white affinity groups (self facilitated or facilitated by
a trainer you trust), and commit ourselves to this practice as well.
Whiteawake.org (http://whiteawake.org/) is a strong support to
white affinity group process.
Within our Dharma communities there are talented, committed
trainers who integrate various elements of Dharma practice
directly into this work.
Teacher Ruth King (http://ruthking.net/) offers her “Mindful
of Race Retreat: a Stimulus for Social Healing and Leadership”
(http://ruthking.net/leadership-development/mindful-ofrace-2/) to groups and organizations upon request
Teacher Arinna Weisman (http://arinnaweisman.org/) has
http://buddhistsforracialjustice.org/call-to-white-buddhists/
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long served the Dharma community with workshops and
teachings that focus on healing the suffering of racial privilege
Practitioner Eleanor Hancock (http://whiteawake.org)
(primary author of this “Call”) is working in collaboration
with teachers and practitioners of the Insight Meditation
Community of Washington (IMCW) to bring forward a body
of work called White Awake (http://whiteawake.org): an
integration of mindfulness and white affinity group work
Teacher Mushim Patricia Ikeda
(https://mushim.wordpress.com/) is a diversity consultant
and meditation center community coordinator whose clients
include Spirit Rock and San Francisco Zen Center
This list is not exhaustive!
There are many well-established training programs that support
an inquiry at the community level, including: The People’s
Institute (pisab.org); UNTraining White Liberal Racism
(untraining.org); Dismantling Racism (dismantlingracism.org);
and Training for Change (trainingforchange.org); to name a few.

3. Promote structural change within our
Dharma communities
We recognize the ways in which our own Dharma communities
have mirrored the broader society in patterns of exclusion,
inequity, unseen bias and privilege. We commit to wise action to
transform our sanghas into welcoming, diverse, and beloved
communities.
What might structural change look like within our sanghas?
One resource for this is the booklet, Making the Invisible Visible
(http://www.spiritrock.org/document.doc?id=9) (full PDF
available on the Spirit Rock website). Making the Invisible Visible
provides stories that sensitize us to the presence of racism in our
sanghas, and includes practical suggestions for changing these
dynamics, such as: addressing racism through dharma talks;
developing an organizational strategy for inclusion; and working
to bring people of color into teaching, board, and staff positions.
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There are Buddhist communities we can look to who model an
inclusive community culture, for example: New York Insight
(which has a beloved community monthly sanhga and training
program); Brooklyn Zen Center (see Jan, 2015 Shambhala Sun
article “Open Hearts, Open Doors”
(http://www.lionsroar.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/SS129-JAN-15_36-45-BZC.pdf)); and East Bay Meditation Center
(which has woven social action and multiculturalism into the
community structure from its inception). You might explore
entering a mentoring relationship, or exchange of ideas, with such
communities as you begin to focus on change within your own.

4. Build collaborative relationships with
people of color.
One aspect of white social conditioning is the tendency to want to
‘help’ in a way that continues to reinforce white superiority. Our
desire is to meet our siblings of color in authentic exchange, listen
non-defensively, share our own truth, work together to shine the
light on social dominance within our communities, and replace
this with a more inclusive culture – for everyone’s benefit.
It is our hope that the process of self education called for here
can provide a basis for authentic exchange and inter-racial
dialogue within our sanghas. This may in turn lead to the
creation of equity and inclusion councils with diverse
representation to guide change within our communities. We
understand that in many instances, frustrations may have built
up over time and will need to be aired and addressed in order to
move forward effectively.
Engaging in partnerships with communities/organizations of
color outside of our Buddhist centers is another way to address
structural racism within society. A significant resource for
fostering authentic and collaborative relationships is the online
article “Building Accountable Relationships with Communities of
Color: Some Lessons Learned”
(https://paxchristiusa1.files.wordpress.com/2011/01/buildingaccountablerelationships.pdf)
(Pax Christi Anti-Racism Team). The Pax Christi team, which
http://buddhistsforracialjustice.org/call-to-white-buddhists/
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identifies itself as primarily white, emphasizes the values that are
called for in order to develop relationships in which true power
sharing and collaboration can take place.

Conclusion
We hope that you will join us on this journey of deepening
awareness of white dominance, racism, and our own often
unexamined privilege. Our prayer is that we can join hands to
bring the wisdom and compassion of our Buddhist practice to
alleviate suffering and pursue collective liberation in ways that
benefit all.
WhiteAwake.org (http://whiteawake.org) has an expanded list of
resources to accompany this Call to Engage and can host your
suggestions and comments as we continue to grow together. If you
would like to be added to the White Awake mailing list, click here
(http://whiteawake.org/about/join-our-mailing-list/).

7 thoughts on “Call to
White Buddhists”
1. annew
JULY 1, 2015 AT 5:36 PM
Thank you for this.
Like
Like
REPLY
2. (Ayya) Tathaaloka Bhikkhuni
JULY 1, 2015 AT 8:36 PM
Dear beloved community,
Thank you so much for these acts of care.
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https://transbuddhists.files.wordpress.com/2014/04/developing-trans-competence-printable-booklet.pdf

