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Welcome, Buddhas and Bodhisattvas. Thank you for coming to this assembly tonight. I 
am sorry I am reading this tonight, but I was really afraid that once I saw your faces I 
would entirely forget whatever I wanted to say. 

As you know, the news from the world is not good. Our land is at war with other nations, 
with the environment, with its own people. A vast ignorance fogs the minds of many, who 
soothe and distract themselves with meaningless diversions. So many people feel 
alienated and fragmented and overwhelmed. The calculus of karma is fierce and 
exacting. We pay a steep price and gain no happiness, and yet we tend to feel 
powerless to meet Mara’s legions and restore peace and harmony in the world. Of 
course there is great happiness and great good in the world as well, but most people do 
not need much help in dealing with that, do they? So our work is with suffering.

This is not work for technology, media, government, or business, although we can make 
use of them. This is our work, the true work of Buddhas and bodhisattvas. I do not know 
how you will do this work, in your own way. I can share with you, however, what I have 
discovered in my path, and perhaps that will inspire you to inquire deeply into yours. 
Together we can encourage and fortify ourselves for the greatest work we can do in the 
world as a community and as a movement. 

Each morning, as I chant the names of the men who are our Zen ancestors, and each 
evening as I chant the names of the women, I feel how we are woven into the fabric of 
these teachings, which have endured through wars, through famines that decimated 
whole populations, through the rise and fall of civilizations, through monsoon rains, 
earthquakes, and temples burned to the ground. These marvelous teachings have 
survived for more than 2500 years in the hearts and minds of generation after 
generation, no matter what circumstances prevail. 

We might say these teachings are most suited to hard times, when many are blind and 
filled with greed and rage, when so many struggle in pain and confusion that they finally 
are cracked open and cry out “why must we suffer?” And even when these words are not 
on their lips, you can see it in their troubled, anxious eyes.
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Roll up your sleeves, Buddhas and bodhisattvas, there is good work for us to do. 

When I was a young girl, I wanted to please my parents, who were difficult to please. I 
longed for a “normal” family and a feeling of true belonging, instead of these distant 
strangers. And when I left home for college I began to try to find my place in the world. I 
was young and clueless. I took a comparative religion course and discovered Zen, the 
path of inquiry into what your life is about. That seemed like a good fit. I read two books 
(and some excellent Chan poetry) and became an expert. 

For some reason, maybe because of the music, I got involved with the anti-war 
movement, which gave me a sense of purpose, an introduction to communal living, and, 
naturally, some illegal substances. I assumed that people coming together for the 
common cause of ending the war would naturally form family and home and community, 
which I was deeply longing for. But the women were basically supposed to cook and 
clean and provide the men with meals, not strategy. In those days, we still believed wars 
could be ended. It seems like a dream. 

I trained encounter groups together with a group of psychology professors who took 
college students to a boy scout camp in the woods of Iowa for encounter weekends. I 
thought this too might provide a sense of warm family connection. Which it did, for a 
weekend. 

But both of these efforts were unsatisfying. Protest movements don’t lead to real 
community, even when you are maced together and thrown in jail, and emotional 
catharsis, even when shared, does not lead to true intimacy. 

So, I started a commune, as an effort to create family and community fresh, from the 
ground up. That was an amazing teaching in social and group dynamics, but it was still 
not what I was looking for. In complete confusion, I was ejected from the university—
well, I graduated, but the effect was the same, because I had not yet figured out who I 
was or how I was to connect with others in meaningful ways. But I was still meditating for 
some reason. 

I returned to my small town in Wisconsin and remnants of my family and I felt keenly my 
isolation. Then I fell in love. I thought, maybe I can be more successful in this smaller 
scale, maybe we can make a tiny home together. We started a landscape business, and 
here a piece of the puzzle fell into place. Our crews were wonderful, an extended family. 
And then of course Ben was born, my first true Zen teacher. Our family with crew 
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seemed like a lucky accident, but I know now that the bonds that held us so warmly and 
fondly together were emergent properties of our shared work. The practice of planning 
and creating living works of art energized and connected us all to a hopeful vision. 

The economy crashed in 1981, and with it, our beautiful way of living. I could not believe 
it: we had been so wholehearted, so deeply invested, so skillful in the world we had 
created that it seemed impossible that outside forces could destroy it. We were 
devastated. There was only one thing to do, one place to go, the place where you can 
always entirely reinvent yourself—California. 

Things fall apart, and sometimes there is no way to save them, not by love, not by tears, 
not by sweat, not even by supreme will. Bill and I split up and the nuclear family was 
reduced to two tiny atoms, Ben and I, alone in the universe. I did what I always do when 
completely confused: I went back to school. My professors and colleagues became a 
new family of sorts. But everyone was busy with their own projects. Still, I did learn to 
think in terms of systems and especially eco-systems— living, dynamic systems. 

I came to work at UT because of the Computer Writing  and Research Lab, a vibrant, 
creative skunkworks run by my dear friend John Slatin. It was once again a family and 
community—of students and graduate students bonded together in the practice of 
technological collaboration in support of teaching and learning. I inherited the lab when 
John was promoted to a new position. And students, of course, kept coming through and 
leaving as they graduated. Everything in support of community had to be continuously 
created and organically emergent. 

This was an important teaching. 

Now I could see too that people needed not only meaningful shared practices, but also, 
a path. That path needed to be a path of growth and awakening, with meaning and 
heart. This was the second piece of the puzzle. But my training was not yet complete. 

After 9/11 I felt terrifyingly alone. I wanted to sit zazen every day and I wanted to do that 
with others around me. The place that offered the most sitting periods was Austin Zen 
Center. I didn’t expect to find family or community there—I still thought of Zen as a 
solitary endeavor. And anyway, I was Joko’s devoted Zen student. But I was glad to pitch 
in and help by learning jobs. I didn’t realize that the next piece of the puzzle would drop 
there. 
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I don’t think I quite recognized it when I took the precepts there. It still seemed like an 
ordinary step on a solitary path. But working with Flint, with his great care and 
compassion, something began to shift in me. My crazy Zen habit, which I had found so 
supportive of my “real” life as an academic and mother, wheeled into the center of my 
life. It was as though a turn of the kaleidoscope had shaken the random colored pieces 
of my life and settled them in a new, coherent, and beautiful pattern. 

Everything I was doing became purposeful and the practice path was quite clear. Rather 
than feeling lost, outside, and alone, suddenly I found myself at the very center of my 
rich and warmly connected life.

Still, there were many barriers there to cultivating the kind of creative, vibrant sangha 
Flint and I knew in our bones was possible. Bringing the tiny, Ordinary Mind sangha 
here, to this home, we could finally offer the experience we had gained through years of 
practice, study, training, teaching, and all kinds of communities. 

I’ve come to understand that a movement, a community such as this one, based on the 
Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha, and wholeheartedly expressing mindful, energetic care 
can continue to evolve in creative and vibrant ways because we share practice, path, 
and vow. These are the essential qualities that distinguish a sangha from every other 
kind of group—a school, a club, a neighborhood, a study group, even a family or a close-
knit set friends. 

What is this practice? The first dimension of practice is the practice of saying yes. Yes, I 
will do the experiment of inquiry. Yes I will keep an open mind and heart and discover 
whatever reveals itself to me this way. 

The second dimension of practice is bringing ourselves into stillness and silence 
regularly. Our practice is deep listening—to whatever is inside, to all that the world brings 
forth, to the person right there in front of us.

The third dimension of practice is activity—thoughts, words, actions—unhindered by 
conditioning, skillful and responsive to the situation. 

The fourth dimension of practice is the exercise of wisdom and compassion as 
continuous presence. 
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The fifth dimension of practice is sharing and conveying the teachings for the benefit of 
the world and future generations. 

The path as I have come to know it is neither manifest nor obscure. It is found through 
the orienting compass of practice and the precepts. Each path is truly unique, and each 
path is only fully recognized in retrospect. Every obstacle, every catastrophe, every 
shortcoming and failure has been an essential part of your training for meeting with 
wisdom and compassion life as it is. 

This is the Buddha Way, to live our way into an unshakeable alignment with our deepest 
aspiration and life itself. Naturally, this requires attention, awareness, and commitment. 
Now I understand more clearly the training program I have been in. Even when I was 
wailing and gnashing my teeth with rage it was still warmly and carefully instructing me. 

The vow was never something I made. It was, rather, like discovering a hidden river 
running through your estate, a river that nourished everything you have for so long taken 
for granted. Now its fresh clear water offers something even the most verdant land 
cannot: a direction and velocity for refreshing a thirsty world. 

We don’t lose our vows: you do not lose a river, even in drought years. When conditions 
are right, the river replenishes itself following its natural course.

I had no real way to know what it would mean to be ordained and to acknowledge my 
deepest vow in such a public and yet intimate way. I thought the vow was something 
personal, I don’t know why. Instead it has provided the deepest connection I’ve ever felt 
with others, the most powerful sense of home. Finally it has become my most profound 
offering. 

I can see that a important aspect of that vow is the awakening of Buddhas, slumbering in 
the painful dreams of their conditioning. For this work, obviously, we need not only a vow 
but practice and the path.

It seems to me that although my vow is very clear, and fidelity to the practice, path, and 
vow is now effortless, it would be impossible to express it in ordinary language. Perhaps 
this has been your experience too. And unfortunately, we sometimes believe that 
whatever cannot be expressed in words is not existent. But this vow comes closer to 
listening to what life is inviting in us than to speaking names and labels and sentences. 
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I do not know what lies ahead on this path, but I have a lot of confidence in what 
Longchenpa calls the creative intelligence of the universe, or pristine awareness, or the 
great natural perfection. 

After all, it has brought me here, tirelessly moving to support and direct me like some 
rough tide, and it has brought all of you here to join me tonight. We share this life, this 
precious treasure, and that mystery only deepens as we walk this path. There is such joy 
in what we are creating together, and I have such gratitude for each of you! That alone is 
the healing medicine we offer a suffering world. 

The ceremonies ahead are unknown to me, and my hope is that they will strengthen and 
deepen the work Flint and I can do here together in support of all of you, and in bringing 
forth the dharma for this time and place. Our ongoing aspiration is for our complete 
liberation and responsive potential for meeting the suffering in this world. 

This is supremely challenging work. But look around: who else is going to do it? Who 
else can? Life is short but it is wide. 

9/11 shook me with the realization that there’s no time to waste; we must immediately 
begin building the world we long for. We can even inhabit it while we are building it. 

One chilly morning on Molokai, we walked in silence through the dark forest up the path 
to the overlook to wait for the sunrise. It was a cloudy morning, and it seemed as though 
the sun would never rise. But almost magically the clouds began to drift apart, changing 
colors from indigo to purple, lavender, and rose. An inky cloud bank became edged in 
gold, and then the first brilliant edge of the sun peeked over the top. I heard a voice then, 
not inside, not outside, maybe you have heard it too: “Simply radiate the great light that 
you are.” 

This Way is not complicated, it is not impossible or distant. It does not require advanced 
degrees or heroic efforts. It could not be more obvious or more natural, even when it is 
shining behind the clouds. “Simply radiate the great light that you are.” 

Thank you all so much for coming tonight. 


