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Intensive Talk 

Today I want to talk about our work as Bodhisattvas from the perspective of 

Time. Our experience of time limits our view and our sense of possibility.  

Joanna Macy writes about Deep Time (169): 

“People of today relate to time in a way that is surely unique in history. The 

technologies and economic forces unleashed by the Industrial Growth Society 

radically alter our experience of time, subjecting us to frenetic speeds and 

severing our felt connection with past and future generations.  

The Industrial Growth Society and the technologies it requires depend on 

decisions made at lightning speed for short-term goals, cutting us off from 

nature’s rhythms. Time, both as a commodity and an experience has become a 

scarcity. It is a painful irony that we who have more timesaving devices than any 

culture in history are the most driven….Measure of time, once based on 

changing seasons and wheeling stars, then much later the ticking of the clock, is 

now parceled out in nanoseconds. We have lost time as a biologically 

measurable experience. 

Marooned in the present, we are progressively blinded to the sheer 

ongoingness of time. Both the legacy of our ancestors and the claims of our 

descendants become less and less real. Our culture’s readiness to demolish 

treasures of the past—and to permanently poison the aquifers the future ones 

will need—reveals a pathetically shrunken sense of time and a pathological 

denial of its continuity.”   

The “mindfulness” movement fits neatly into this cultural schema. With its 

focus on “present moment experience” it can unwittingly cut us off from the 

experience of deep time, and narrow the focus of our awareness to tiny bite-

sized slivers of time. For this reason, it suits the Industrial Growth Society, 

which has embraced it. Stripped of the ethical foundations of Buddhism, as well 

as its vast cosmological sense of time, it prepares workers to focus just on the 

task at hand, and deadens our sense of the consequences of the actions in the 

present that profoundly shape the emerging future we create together. 

Remember that this moment may seem fleeting, but it is both wide and deep.  

How long do you guess I have been speaking? How long has it been since this 

intensive started? How long have you actually been alive? [ask] 
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Macy: 

“As humans, we have the capacity and the birthright to experience time in a 

sane fashion. Throughout history, men and women have labored at great 

personal cost to bequeath to future generations monuments of art and learning 

to endure far beyond their individual lives. And they have honored, through ritual 

and story, those who came before. As we take part in the Great Turning to a life-

sustaining society, we learn to act like ancestors of future generations. We 

attune to longer ecological rhythms and nourish a strong felt connection with 

past and future beings. For us as agents of change, this isn’t easy, because to 

intervene in the Industrial Growth Society, we can’t avoid falling into its tempo. 

We race to find and pull the levers before it is too late to save this forest or stop 

that weapons program. Nevertheless, we can learn again to drink at deeper 

wells.” 

Our Zen practice is a wonderful training ground for this immersion in Deep Time. 

As we sit in Zazen and embody the forms of this ancient practice, we are 

reconnected with the wisdom of the Buddha and ancestors going back 2500 

years. Then, as now, the world was torn by wars, poverty, delusions, fear, and 

cruelty; everywhere the Buddha taught, he was addressing and transforming 

multitudes consumed by their greed, hatred, and ignorance. He was undaunted 

by the magnitude of the challenges, and he did not exhaust himself while 

offering his wisdom without reservation.  

Over the centuries, our Zen ancestors practiced in exactly the ways that we 

practice today, sitting in stillness and silence, cultivating wisdom and 

compassion, taking good care of the buddha nature within, the dharma 

entrusted to them, the community of practice we call a sangha. They studied 

the precepts, the four Noble Truths, the chain of interdependent being, just as 

we do now. They shared what they had come to understand as their teachings. 

They were not born Zen ancestors; they simply lived, practiced, and taught each 

other just as we do now.  

We are the ancestors of future generations. To deeply understand this 

relationship we have as an unbroken thread—a bloodline— stretching all the 

way back to the Buddha, and as far into the future—even farther—than you can 

imagine, is profound.  

Our task is not complicated, it is not burdensome, but it does carry with it a 

responsibility, both to those who carried these teachings forward through time, 

and for all those generations to come, who will surely need this tradition’s 

teachings of wisdom and compassion as much as we do.  
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We must not lose sight of this essential aspect of our spiritual path. Our lives 

are not about us, really. They are not individual or personal. They are a sacred 

trust, and through some miracle we have found ourselves here, together, 

forging that powerful connection across thousands of years, and millions of 

lives. This is truly a cosmic undertaking. So don’t you get discouraged, don’t fall 

into despair, don’t wall yourself off from the Buddhas and ancestors of the past, 

or the children of the deep future. We Buddhists think in enormous time scales. 

The sutras talk about hundreds of millions of kalpas, of multiverses forming and 

dissolving across eons. Just to give you some sense of the scale we are talking 

about, a kalpa is described this way. If every hundred years a bird flew over 

Mount Everest trailing a piece of silk in its beak that happens to brush the top of 

the mountain, a kalpa is how long it would take to wear the mountain down to 

the ground. Now think about hundreds of millions of kalpas.  

Furthermore, in Buddhist cosmology, time is not a linear arrow, it is circular. 

How can that be, you might ask? After all, I grow old and I don’t grow young 

again. Things keep ratcheting forward. For me it is a lot like understanding that 

the earth is round, even though we experience it as flat. Because the scale of it 

is so vast, we do not notice the earth’s curvature unless we view it from on 

high, in a plane or a photograph or a distant horizon on the ocean. Time feels 

linear to us, because our view is so small. Buddhist teachings endeavor to give 

us a much larger perspective on time and its arc. In that way we can begin to 

grasp its immense curvature as kalpas unroll themselves across the cosmos.  

Time is alive, it is not an abstract concept, a measure divided into human scale 

increments, but the life force of our being and of all being. It is also alive with 

people, with animals, with trees; it is alive as a mindstream of all that has ever 

lived, or will ever live. We are immersed in that mindstream, we are a product of 

it, and also a unique and distinctive contribution to it. The mindstream carries 

strong currents, the influences of all that is inspiring and nourishing, great and 

small in our past: Buddha, Gandhi, Einstein, Leonardo da Vinci, the Grand 

Canyon, the vast forests, plains and oceans, as well as a beloved parent, a kind 

teacher, a single word spoken at the perfect time. It carries too the influences of 

all that has been harmful or destructive, cautions and teachings for our time. We 

are inhabiting an evolving world where nothing is separate and everything that 

has been or will be is always present at once.  

The mindstream conveys the past into the present, and it unfolds from the 

present into the future, filled with beings and their activities. It is important for 

us to learn how to swim in these swift-moving, bottomless waters without 

flailing about or drowning. Because deep time is moving us, we pay attention, 

we learn skillful means, we do not exhaust or distract ourselves, and we do not 

sink into despair. It’s important to guard the quality of your mind so that your 



                                                                                                                         Page �  of �4 4

contribution to this vast stream is not polluted or polluting. Let it be clear, bright, 

wise, and kind. Discerning this is what the spaciousness of zazen is for. Joko 

used to say that our life consists in moment to moment choices. Okumura 

defines the choice as whether we are dragged by karma or led by vow. We’ve 

already wasted enough time, and we begin to realize that our own time in this 

mind and body is very brief, so what we do matters, not only for us, but for the 

others who have gone before us, for all those present to us right now, and for all 

who will follow us. Fortunately, we have found this practice, and each other to 

guide us.  

So yeah, our present moment situation is terribly distressing, and of course we 

must act in this present moment for the well-being of life and of the Earth. We 

have been brought here to provide healing and liberation, right when it is 

certainly needed most. We have been privileged in ways that have prepared us 

for our Bodhisattva work. And we are limited beings, so we need to be strategic 

in how we exert our skills, resources, time and energy. Don’t waste time trying 

to convert the unconvertible, don’t imagine that you have to battle the world. 

Start right here and now to cultivate the causes and conditions for the world we 

want to bring into being, the life-sustaining world we want to live in and share 

with all living beings. The compelling vision of such a world is far more effective 

than all of our arguments about who is right and who is wrong. We are the 

ancestors, we are responsible for the creation of the future, starting right here 

and right now.  

Is there something you can do today to carry with you the love and wisdom you 

have received from your own spiritual ancestors? Is there something that plants 

a seed or prepares the ground for a more brilliant, inspiring and inhabitable 

future? Is there something that takes good care of this present time, in 

whatever way you may offer it? Keep your eyes open and pay attention today to 

this experience of Deep Time.  


