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Coming Back to Life 

When. Tell your partner when you chose to be born. The 

year, and what that timing allowed you to experience in 

terms of historical conditions and events. Perhaps the time 

of year, too—was the light increasing or decreasing? If your 

astrological sign has meaning for you, speak of that as well. 

Where. In what country and nation did you choose to be 

born, what region of it? In a town, city, or on the land? 

Which aspects of the natural world first greeted your eyes? 

Social conditions. Which socioeconomic class, which race 

and ethnicity did you select? Report to your buddy, knowing 

that both the privileges and privations which ensued from 

these conditions have served to prepare you for the work 

you came to do. 

Religion. Into what faith tradition—or lack of same—did you 

take birth this time? Tell each other, knowing that those 

early religious images and stories and attitudes—or lack of 

same—lent form to your purpose, your hopes, your 

capacities to align yourself or to rebel, or to seek 

alternatives.  

Gender. Now, which gender did you adopt this time 

around? In the telling, it may become clearer why you chose 

as you did. Feel free to refer to your sexual preference, too, 

and to what that has helped you realize about your 

bodhisattva calling in this planet time. 

Parents. What kind of man did you choose to be your 

father? What kind of woman your mother? (This might 

mean both birth parents and adoptive parents for some of 

you.) What kinds of relationships did you have with them as 

a child? Tell your partner, knowing that both the strengths of 

your parents and their wounds, both the loving care you 

received and any abuse you suffered, all have helped to 

equip you for the mission you came to perform.  

Siblings. Did you choose to be an only child or to have 

siblings? If siblings, in what order, where did you fit in? Tell 

your bodhisattva partner how the companionship, 

competition, or loneliness which ensued from that choice 

helped build the unique blend of strengths you bring to your 

world.  

Disabilities. Which weaknesses and incapacities of body or 

mind did you choose to accept this time? How do they help 

you know and connect with the planet and the beings 

you’ve come to serve? 

Appetites. Which mental, physical, spiritual appetites did 

you summon for yourself in this planet-time? 

Mission. How do you know, at this point in your lifetime, 

understand your mission? 

This list of words is a rough guide for each person’s report 

to the partner.  

Caution. The notion of having chosen one’s life conditions 

may be problematic for some people. The idea of taking 

responsibility for situations that have oppressed them can 

smack of “blaming the victim.” We are not using the verb 

(choose) in its ordinary sense, as in choosing a car or a job, 

but in the the larger or even metaphysical sense in which 

we let ourselves accept and see the value of all that has 

befallen us.  

Final question, if time permits: How did you let your heart 

be broken?  



Bodhisattva Check-in: Part Two 

Our present life as active Bodhisattvas presents us with 

extraordinary opportunities for our training and our work. As 

you rejoin your Bodhisattva companions, and continue your 

process of checking in with each other, please consider 

responding to the following questions about your current 

situation.  

Where. In the place (nation, region, state, city, 

neighborhood) where you currently live, what conditions 

foster your training and your work?  Which aspects of the 

natural world are part of that experience? How does the 

natural and built environment in which you find yourself 

support and sustain you, trouble you, and challenge you as a 

Bodhisattva? 

Social conditions. Which socioeconomic class do you 

currently find yourself in? What affected or supported your 

arriving at this position? What kind of livelihood are you 

engaged in, and how does that serve your training as a 

Bodhisattva and your work? 

Religion. What spiritual path or tradition—or lack of same—

are you currently following? Tell each other, knowing that 

those religious images and stories and attitudes—or lack of 

same—shape your life’s meaning and purpose, your hopes, 

your values, your capacities to align yourself or to rebel, or 

to seek alternatives.  

Gender. Now, how is gender playing a role in your training 

or work as a bodhisattva? How does it influence your 

relationships? How does it reflect larger cultural forces and 

conversations? What experiences leading up to this 

moment shaped your perspective and values with respect 

to gender? 

Partners. Dick Schwartz has a term for romantic partners: 

tor-mentors. If you have a partner, or if you have decided 

not to, describe how that decision and experience has 

affected your training and work as a bodhisattva. What 

opportunities does this intimacy and daily living provide, or 

what do you notice if it is not present?  

Parents. If you have become a parent, or if you have 

decided not to, describe how that decision and experience 

has affected your training and work as a bodhisattva.  

Siblings. If you have siblings, what is your present 

relationship with them? Tell your bodhisattva partner how 

the companionship, competition, frustration, alienation, or 

loneliness of that experience continues to challenge, 

nourish, enliven, or perplex you.  

Disabilities. Which weaknesses and incapacities of body or 

mind are you experiencing in the present? How do they help 

you know and connect with the planet and the beings 

you’ve come to serve? How do they shape your capacity for 

deep compassion? 

Appetites. Which mental, physical, spiritual appetites drive 

you? Bear in mind that some of our appetites are 

wholesome, just like an appetite for nourishing food, or for 

learning, or spiritual growth; others are unwholesome, either 

because the subject of them is unwholesome (drugs or 

excess alcohol, for example), or because the appetite itself 

is grasping, clinging, aversive, or delusional.  

Mission. How do you now, at this point in your lifetime, 

understand your mission? What skills, resources, allies, or 

capacities might be needed to support your mission? 

This list of words is a rough guide for each person’s report 

to the partner.  

Reminder. The notion of having chosen one’s life conditions 

may be problematic for some people. The idea of taking 

responsibility for situations that are oppressing them can 

smack of “blaming the victim.” We are not using the verb 

(choose) in its ordinary sense, as in choosing a car or a job, 

but in the the larger or even metaphysical sense in which 

we let ourselves accept and see the value of all that is, in 

the service of our vow.  



Bodhisattva Check-in: Part Three 

Our aspiration and vow naturally orient us toward the future, 

moment by moment, day by day, lifetime by lifetime.  As 

you rejoin your Bodhisattva companions, and continue your 

process of checking in with each other, please consider 

responding to the following questions about going forth 

with your aspiration.  

Imagine. In the future, towards the end of your life, you will 

be reflecting back to this time. What wisdom or suggestions 

might that future self offer you now, to guide or support you 

in realizing your aspirations as you are living now, in the 

present? How might someone, friend or family, recall this 

life you are living? 

Social conditions. Based on your current socioeconomic 

status and privileges, how might you use your influence, 

resources, or energy in support of those of any different 

socioeconomic level? 

Religion. Where might your spiritual path or tradition lead 

you in realizing your aspiration? What nourishment, growth, 

or challenges are you seeking in it? What role does a 

spiritual community, teachings, or figures play in your 

evolution? 

Gender. How might your gender play a role in the work that 

lies ahead for you? How might that work support more 

equitable, kind, and caring relationships among those of 

different gender? 

Partners. Life seeks a channel, and when people are in 

relationship, life gets a much, much larger channel  for its 

expression. How might your partner relationship, or close 

friendships serve life, and your aspirations for it?  

Conditioning. If you are aware of your own conditioning, 

which shapes both your experience of life’s circumstances 

and your response to them, how can it serve your 

aspiration? How might the conditioning hinder it? Can you 

imagine a time in the future when that conditioning will be 

so transparent that it is no longer limiting your thoughts, 

emotions, and actions?  

Arenas. There are many potential arenas for bodhisattva 

work; in fact they are boundless: education, medicine, 

science, corporations, civil service, non-profits, prisons, 

hospice, child care, family life, and so on. Which arenas are 

you most drawn to? Where do you think you could be most 

engaged and alive? 

Scope. Bodhisattvas operate at different levels or scales. 

Joko used to say, Gandhi could give speeches that moved 

millions of people; I cannot do that. I work best one on one. 

Consider your own inclinations and know that bodhisattvas 

can be as focused on one or two relationships or as vast as 

speaking to the whole world. At what scale do you expect 

you can best realize your own aspiration? 

Mission. Our understanding of our aspiration’s mission 

changes as we walk this path. Our perspective changes 

with every bend in the road. Where do you think that 

mission is headed as you move into the future?  

Concrete, real-world activity. With this understanding, 

what concrete, completely doable steps could you take 

going forth from this intensive? How might they engage you 

in the work you are here to do, the difference you aspire to 

make in your life and in the world? What direction will your 

feet point from here?  

Resources ad support. What existing or imagined 

resources (human, material, social, relational, instructional) 

could support your aspiration and help you express it in the 

world? What challenges or obstacles might need to be 

faced, and how will you face them? What groups or 

organizations are engaged in this work already, where you 

might join forces? 

This list of words is a rough guide for each person’s report 

to the partner.  

We cannot control the circumstances we face; as 

bodhisattvas the current conditions are always a given. 

Wishing things were different is ultimately futile. We have 

absolute responsibility for how we meet those 

circumstances and who we choose to be in relation to every 

living being in them. In this interdependent web of all 

existence every thought, word, and gesture creates a 

tremor that affects all being. 


