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1. Introduction

Buddhsm attracted many American and Europeansin the Nineteenth Century buttheir
feelingswere ambivalent and few became Buddhgsts. An important reason wes tha they
beieved it to beoppo®d to activism which has been ddined as:

Ohe tendency to emphasise the spiritud signifi cance of vigorousmoral action in the
world E a concern to upift individuds, reform sodeties, and participate energetically in
the econamic and poitical sphees.O

For this generation, Oegaged Buddhsm@Pwhich Christophe Queen defines as Cite
application ofthe Dharma, or Buddhét teachings to the resolution of ©xda problemsCb
would hare been a contradictionin terms. But Snce the 1950smany westerners have
seen Buddhsm as aviable option, and an important pat of the western Buddhst world is
engaged Buddhsm which explicitly combines the inward-looking vdues of Buddhsm
with those of activism.

Over thelast half-century obsrvers have asked if engaged Buddhsm intheWest isa
faithful re-expression of untianged Buddist vaues; if it is western liberalism in anew
guise; if it is Odourth yanaO hat expresses Oavorld view and a praxis that is fresh and
unpresedented in the history of Buddhsm.O Vith these questionsin mind | want to
consder thework of wo promnent western engaged Buddhsts B Bernie Glassman,
founde of the Zen Reacemakers Order (ZPO), and bn Kaba-Zinn, orginator of
Mindfulness Based Sress Redudion (MBSR).

2. Bernie Glassman and The Zen Peacemakers Order

Roshi Bernie Glassman founded the Zen PeacemakerO<Order in 1994 ad in 1997 |
traveled to YonkesBPasgmall city uptheHudn River from New York Bto se the
sodal projects of the Greyston Mandda. Glassman darted to practice Zen in 1960and in
1979 hs teacher sent him to Yonkea's. Soon Gassman wanted to expand activities beyond
meditation and Dharma study, and heestablished abakery as arightlivelihood bugess
for Zen practitionas to work in. Then, as Glassman herespondael intuitively to the
vitality and poerty of the mainly black population ofinne-city Yonke's, hedecided to
open the Buddhst prgectsto people from this community. He told me:

Ol &ked the practitioners if they would be prepared to open up b the unemployed. It



would bemuch more diffi cult. By then we had sort of learnt howto run he bakery, but to
train people with no ills was awhole different progect E [S 0] | stoppel hiring
Buddhists and the main foaus of the bakery became to provide work for the unemployed.O

Greyston Bakery is now a profitable busness providing training o formerly Obrd-to-
employOndviduds, and its profits hep fund oher projects. Greyston provides
permanent affordable housng for sveral hundrel low-income and formerly homeless
people, and Greyston Health Services offers hdp to people living with HIV/AIDS. Other
Greyston projects are concerned with thearts, OaniorsO, ad Odesl oping commurity
gardens). Atogether, Greyston has atracted tens of millionsof dolarsin funding.

Glassman was closely invdved in the ruming of activities in GreystonOsarly years, but
by1997 hewas preparing to move on. Gassman told me tha he wanted Greyston to do
much morethan survive withouthim. From the outset he had wanted it to be anewv
embodiment of Zen:

Ol old my teacher | felt | had to let go ofmy training, © become part of the people here
and wait untl a new buddhahama aros. It needed to bean goproprete modd for the
inng city. If we tried to pass on our forns, no metter how much we tried weOd &
imposng aform uponthem.O

His aim was to establish an interconnected community in place of the fractured society
that was failing peple, which heenvisaged as Oanonastery of the streets E w herethe
whole environment is condcive to the raising of hebodhimind.O | wndeed if this was
afantasy: it seemed more likely that Greyston would go heway of many religiousbased
charities and offer good, usful, butessentially conventiond soda work. Gassman
commented that the key was findng peple in thecommunity who auld make his vision
aredity:

Ol0mwaiting fortheleaders to aise, to betrained and o aeate the forms for Greyston E

| need to work with those role modds: people who ae comfortable with what IOndoing
but are steeped in their own aulture, and aenOtooking to leap outinto oursand leave the
others behind.O

Nineyears after my visit and sveral years after Glassman himself moved on from
Greyston, | have notbeen back to Yonke's to see howthe projects are faring. They seem
to bethriving meterially. | canna say if they have fulfilled GlassmanOgarger hopes, but
Greyston ha become renowned for its ethos Mog of the saff are not Buddhsts, butthey
meditate or pray together before work; meetingsbegin with afew minutes of slence; and
the entire organization closes down one ayear for agaff retreat. Greyston daff aim to



embed cooperation and effective communication in the day-to-day interactionsof
everyoneinvaved in its work.

| learned more aboutthe ethosundelying ZPO activities in my second @ntact with
Bernie Glassman, when | attended a ZPO-led interfaith Obaring witnessO rireat at
Auschwitz concentration amp in Poland, where millionsof people were systematically
murdeed by the Nazis. The heart of the retreat was several days spent dlently meditating
and peforming smple rituds in the grourds of the camp. Like me, many of those
attending hal family connectionswith hdocaug victims, 0 theevent was emotiondly
charged, andit left usasking howto respond b this evidence of inhumanity. This
guestion was pressing, yd imponderable and the impossibility of answering it suggests
the ZPOOdirst tenet: Oneknowing, thereby giving up fixed ideas about ourselves and the
universe.O Gassman explainstha this teaching cuntracts wha he sees as a western
emphasis on figuring ou problems in orde to fix them. As hewrites:

ODubtis a state of openness and unknoving. 1tOs willingress notto bein charge, to not
know wha is going 1o hgppen next. The state of doubtallows usto explore thingsin an
open and fresh way.O

What you can do n this state of Onon kneingOsito practice the second pecemaker
tenet: Obaring witness to the joy and suffering of heworld.O Awell as the usud
connottionsof mindfulness, bearing witness also uggests imaginaive sympathy with
others and arefusal to take sides. For example, Obaring witness to someonés
kidnagpping, assaulting, and killing achild means beng every element of the stuation,O
induding the traumatised victim, the suffering rdatives, the kidnappea andthe police. It
also implies placing onesdlf in real-life stuationstha confrontore with difficult or
unocomfortable aspects of redlity. By engaging with the black community in Yonkes,
Glassman geppal ousside the comfortable surroundngsof his Buddhst sangha The
Auschwitz retreats confrort people with past suffering, and paticipants in the ZPOOs
street retreats share the lives of the honmeless for several days. In auch events paticipants
encounter ther limitationsand are encouraged to respond wth patience and opaness. As
Christophe Queen nots, Glassman Gientifi es the encounter with suffering & themost
powerful incentive to iritual awakening O

Thethird ZPO tenet is Gbving actionstowards ourselves and ohes.O Tieimplication is
tha bearing witness alows solutionsto emerge as onedevelopsan avareness of
interconrectedness. As Glassman says: OlIf hisis me anditOsleeding, | ke care of it. |
donOjoin adiscussion group or wit till | am enlightened or go off b g trained.O

Since 1994 20 activities have expanded dramatically in many counties and the



Peacemakers Community has become awidespread, interacting néwork of sympathetic
projects whose directors feel a homre with GlassmanOsgeachingsand his freewheeling,
collaborative approach. Indgoendent prgects can dfiliate as Opacemaker villagesO, ad
these indudethe Upaya hoice and environmental project, andtheLatino Pastord
Action Centre in New York, while other projects are involved with prison meditation
teaching, hearts, refugee reief. The nework is becoming an important focus for
engaged Buddhstsinthe US, and b some extentin Europe and it attracts supportand
coopeation frommany nonBuddhst individuds and agencies who ae sympathetic to
gpiritudly-based activism.

3. Jon Kabat-Zinn and Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction

We are usd to thinking of engaged Buddhist activities as those undetaken by Budihists
who ae engaging with the material needs of sodety. ZPO projects differ from this by
involving norBuddhits within aBuddhst-influenced ehos and another variant is found
in the work of Jn Kaba-Zinn. He has adapted Buddhst mindfulness practices for us in
the US healthcare system, and developed a training for pdients called Mindfulness Based
Stress Management, or MBSR. Kabat-Zinn is along-term practitiona of Oipassanalwith
the Indght Meditation Sdety, buthedoces notcall himself a Buddhst. Nonehel ess,
MBSR is perhgpsthe mog sgnificant way in which Buddhst practices are being applied
in maingream western dety.

Kaba-Zinn garted the MBSR programme at the University of Massachusetts Medical
School when hefoundeal the Stress Redudion Ciinic in 1979.Thedinic has recently
become the Centre for Mindfuness in Medicine, Healthcare and Sdety (CAM), which
offers training, conferences and resouraes for a burgening néwork of hogpitals and
prectitioners while 13,000 peple have taken aghtweek MBSR course a the CAM itself.
MBSR has been adgpted to address chronic pan, anxiety, eating disorde's and aher
conditionsandit has pronpted other ingitutionsand individud practitioners to offer a
burgeoning range of mindfulness progranmes not only in healthcare, butalso in
educationd, gporting and corporde across the US.

MBSR is taughtthrough acarefully structured aght-week course for groupsof up
thirty that meet once a week to learn and practice techniques tha develop mindfu
awareness. Theseindude bregthing meditation, aforty-five minute body €an (in which
attention is taken ssquantially through heparts of the body), smple hahayoga
exercises, and mindfulness of ample activities such as walking and eting. Gher
important eements are hamework assignments, in which participants are asked to
practice meditation and other activities each day, keeping adiary of their experience, and
an dl-day mindfuness session.

Participants typically embark on an MBSR course because they have aphyscal or menta



problem. Some have chronic conditionswhich maingream medicine has been unale to
cure, leaving them with pan orimpared fundioning while others experience anxiety,
stress or dgpression. MBSR addresses the mental aspect of boh physcal and
psychologica suffering by taining participantsin responding differently to their
experience. Asking paticipants to become more aware of thar body and breath through
meditation and gentle movement takes thar attention away from unproduative thoudhts,
while awareness of the body endsto pranote rdaxation and wnnection with emotiond
experience. Wha makes MBSR more than arelaxationtechniqueisitstraining in a
Orimdful® titudethat is cultivated through noicing physcal sensationsand gently
keeping the mind sttled on tem.

Kabat-Zinn cefi nes mindfulness as Ogarticular way of paying attention: on purpos, in
the present moment, and nonjudgmentally.O ¢ addsthat the atitude cultivated through
mindful awareness and meditationindudes paience, ObginneOsnindOtrust, non
striving, aceptance and letting go. In hisway, mindfulness of the breath and body
modds amore desirable respong to experience in general and sudents learn to adopt
mindful atitudes in the whole of their lives. Especially important is the element of non-
judgmental acceptance of experience:

ONindfulness is cultivated by assuming the stance of an impartial witness to your
experience. To do hisrequires tha you be&ome aware of the congant sream of judgng
and reacting o inna and ougr experiences that we are nomally caughtup in, and learn
to gep bak.O

An aspect of this proaess tha is especially valuable for people whose thoughtpatterns
lead them into depression, or who respond b gress with an Oatomatic reaction triggered
out of unavareness,Os learning nd to identify with thougtis.

ORther than regarding thoughs as necessarily true or a an aspect of the self, patients
switched to aperspective within which negative thoughs and feelingscoud beseen as
passing events in the mind tha were nather necessarily vaid reflectionsof reality nor
central aspects of the self.

Thenotion ofthe decentered slf mirrorsconcepts in cognitive therapy, bu itisalso are-
expression of the Buddhst teaching of anatta/anatman. In the spirit of this Buddhst
context, Kabat-Zinn tinksthat MBSROs$mplicationsin sudents lives extend well
beyond he treatment of pahdogy:

OWiat we really offer people is a sense tha thereis away of beéng, away of looking at
problems E t hat can make life morejoyful and rich E and dso a sense of beng
somehow in control. We call this way of being the way of awareness or the way of
mindfulness.O



MBSR ingructorsaso sek to enbody mndful respongs to probkems in the way they
deal with issues raised by sudents. They, too, alopta stance of Onofudgrrental enquiry®
and QariogtyO ather than rusingto offer solutions The mindful ways of bang taught
by MBSR is notonly a solutionsto paticular diffi culties; they are a more desirable way
of living for 4dl.

4. Is it Buddhism? And is it Engaged?

As this pgper is written for a gahering of Engaged Buddhsts, it seems fitting to ask of
Kaba-zinnand AassmanOsvork, Olst Buddhsm?0 ad Olst engaged?0 Hving come to
prominence as a healthcare prectitioner, Kaba-zZinnOsvork is necessarily secular and he
emphasises the universal character of mindfulness, while Glassman, for dl his satus
within Rinzai Zen, ha an ambivalent relationship with traditional Zen. Butif Glassman
and Kabat-Zinn ae themselves rductant to accept the label OBuddistO, des their work
nonghedess express Buddhst values?

In the case of MBSR, my reservationis that its concern with mindfulness leaves outother
qudities tha are valued within Buddhsm. Kaba-Zinn dresses the adoption of dtitudes
such as paience and trug, hehas little to say about aff ective qualities such as loving
kindness (metta/maitri), the ethical precepts (sla/shila) or generosty (dana). The
cultivation of wisdom (panndprajna) perhapslies beyond the scopeof MBSR, butwhere
Kaba-Zinn approahes this qudity he gpeaks smply of extending mindfulness to include
thewhole of life. To offset this criticism we should noe tha Kaba-ZinnOgrioritization
of mindfulness reflects a smilar emphasis among hs Buddhit teachers, and dso tha
Kaba-Zinn rever set outto share Buddhst teachingsand piactices as such, butony to
offer mindfulness as a clinical treatment.

Glassman, too, gresses only a paticular version of Buddhst qudities. His emphases
grow from Zen and béiind his teaching of bearing witness with its implication of na
taking sdesis aZen-derived nonrdual philosophy n which subject and obgct, cause and
effect are consdered na-different. Critics of this view arguethd it leaves no place for
ethical judgments. Much more coud besaid on tis subject, butl will Smply nate here
tha GlassmanOwersion of Buddlism is by no means everyoneOwersion.

As for engagement, bah MBSR and the ZPO projects clearly grow from sengtivity to
human aiffering, butthey emphasise the atitudes and quaities with which oneperceives
suffering raher than an enquiry, such as tha undetaken by Dr Ambedkar, into Ghe
systemic causes of suffering.O fis does not mean that the work of Gassman or Kabat-
Zinn isnotsodally engaged, jud that it limits the spheae of that engagement.



5. Conclusion: Pragmatic Re-expression

These reservationsabou Kabat-Zinn and GlassmanOsvork pont to atendency in both to
emphasise pasond experience avoid conceptud clarity. They are wary of ideas about
experience, indudng Buddhst ones. In this respect, they opeate in thetradition of
American pragmatism, which locates the value of concepts and bdiefs in their capecity to
affect howwe live and at. In his book, Ghe Dhama, Joseph Golddein identifies a
moden expression of pragmatism in what he calls Ote emerging western BuddhsmO,
which is developing & western Buddhst teachers and practitione's make ther own sense
of the Buddhgt teachings drawing on vaiousstrandsof the tradition accordng o the
OprgmaticO pedstha emerge throughther practice.

In this spirit MBSR and bering witness are pragmatic attempts to formulate wha works
in finding an effective response to wffering. If Victorian sympathizers of Buddhsm were
alienated bytheabsence of activism, Glassman and Kaba-Zinn have found away to
combinethetwo, dbet a thecods of conceptud and even ethical clarity and of leaving
out some important Buddhst teachings Ther work shows how Buddhst teachingscan
have atrandorming effect on alarge scae if they are presented in universally accessible

way’s.

Thekey in bah casesis the vadue they place on anbodying dtitudes such as mindful
awareness and bearing witness. Thisis a useful reminder to other socially engaged
Buddhsts that it can mean more than jug performing ©da work. Buddhsm locates the
source of vdal and poiltical suffering in the mindsof hunman beings 0 the solution aso
liesin our mnds Glassman and Kaba-Zinn teach Buddhsts who want to change the
world to exemplify inthar own lives thequdities they want to sein the world, and
encourage othersto do ® as well. This changeis themethod oftheir engaged Buddism
and dso its god.
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