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World as Temple


“Most of us are not going to live as monks and nuns, and yet ... we seek a genuine and profound spiritual life.  This is possible when we recognize that where we are is our temple, that just here, in the life we are leading,” is the ground for our spiritual practice, and for our awakening.   

What if you thought of your home as your temple?  

What if you thought of your neighborhood as your temple?  

What if you thought of your workplace as your temple?  

Let's keep expanding the circle and see where this reflection takes us.  How would we act there?  How would we treat it?  What is the work we are called to do in that temple? “In spiritual practice, there are only two things,” say the teachings of Zen Buddhism.  “You sit, and you sweep the garden.  And it doesn't matter how big the garden is.”


Buddhist teacher Jack Kornfield writes, “When we listen as if we were in a temple, and give attention to one another, as if each person were our teacher, ... all kinds of great possibilities awaken.”
 Here is one of my favorite “big garden,” world-as-temple, great-possibilities-awaken stories, what American Tibetan Lama Surya Das calls “one of the great moments in spiritual history.”


“... After [Mahatma] Gandhi's death, ... the whole Gandhian movement ... was in disarray.  Within a year or two of the establishment of India, a number of his followers decided to have a nationwide meeting, to see how best to continue his work.  They hoped to convince ... Vinoba Bhave, [Gandhiji's] closest disciple and heir apparent, to lead this conference, but ... [the elder] declined.  'We cannot revive the past,' he stated.  


“After much pleading, they finally convinced Vinoba [Bhave] to lead their gathering, but only on the condition, as he requested, that it be postponed for six months, giving him enough time to walk on foot form where he lived to the meeting site, halfway across India.


“He began to walk from village to village.  As he stayed in each village, he would call a meeting, as [the Mahatma] had done.  He would listen to their problems and, at times, advise the villagers. ...He walked through ... [some of the many] very poor villages....  In one, ... people spoke of the hardship, of their hunger and how little food they had to eat.  He asked them, 'Why don't you grow your own food?' but most of them were [so-called] untouchables, and they said, 'We would grow our own food, sir, but we have no land.' ...Vinoba [Bhave] promised them that when he returned to Delhi, he would speak to Prime Minister Nehru, and see if a law could be passed giving land to the poorest villagers in India.


“The village went to sleep, but Vinoba [Bhave], struggling with the problem, did not rest that night.  In the morning, he called the villagers together and apologized.  'I know [the] government too well,' he said.  'Even if after several years I'm able to convince them to pass a law granting land, you may never see it.  It will go through the states and provinces, the district head man and the village head man, and, by the time the land grant reaches you, there ... will be nothing left for you.'


“....Then one rich villager stood up and said, 'I have land.  How much do these people need?'  There were sixteen families, each needing five acres, ... so Vinoba [Bhave] said, 'Eighty acres.'  ...The man, deeply inspired by the spirit of [Gandhiji] and Vinoba [Bhave], offered eighty acres.  


“Vinoba [Bhave] replied, 'No, we cannot accept it.  You must first go home and speak with your wife and children, who will inherit your land.'  The man went home, got permission, and returned, saying, 'Yes, we will give eighty acres of our land.'  That morning, eighty acres of land was given to the poorest families.


“The next day, Vinoba [Bhave] walked to another poor village and heard the plight of hunger and landlessness from its lowest caste members.  In the meeting, he recited the tale of the previous village, and from his story, another [wealthy] landowner was inspired.  He offered one hundred and ten acres for the desperate twenty-two poorest families, and again was directed to get permission from his family.   Within the day, the land was granted to the poor.


“Village by village, Vinoba Bhave held meetings and continued this process, until he reached the council several months later.  In the course of his walk, he had collected over two thousand two hundred acres of land for the poorest families along the way.  He told this story to the council, and out of it, many joined him to start the great Indian Land Reform Movement.  For [the] fourteen years that followed, Vinoba Bhave and thousands of those inspired by him walked through every state, province, and district of India, and without any government complications or red tape, collected over ten million acres of land for the hungriest and most impoverished villagers.”
  


Salvation is one soul at a time.  English poet and painter William Blake wrote, “If one is to do good, it must be done in the minute particulars.” We begin sweeping, as it were, in the temple, the garden, of our life, and then we go forth “to manifest that awakening in the garden of the world.”
   


So much of the beauty of the temple, the sweetness of the garden, is in how we care for one another – beloved and not-yet-befriended alike.  Some of many very good reasons for being part of a spiritual community are enumerated in the reading we share with new members as they join this beloved community.   George E. Odell's beautiful words: 


We need one another when we mourn and would be comforted.


We need one another when we are in trouble and afraid.


We need one another when we are in despair, in temptation, 



and need to be recalled to our best selves again.


We need one another when we we accomplish some great purpose, 



and cannot do it alone.


We need one another in the hour of success, 



when we look for someone to share our triumphs.


We need one another in the hour of defeat 



when, with encouragement, we might endure, and stand again.


We need one another when we come to die, 



and would have gentle hands prepare us for the journey. 


All our lives we are in need, 



and others are in need of us.
  


Have you heard about Bruce Feiler's Council of Dads?  It was born out of tragedy, and may just point to a great healing.  


At age forty-three, Bruce Feiler was diagnosed with an extremely rare bone cancer that is considered deadly.  But “he quickly realized that he found the prospect of his own premature end far less unsettling than the thought of his three-year-old twins, [Eden and Tybee,] navigating life without the love of a father.”
  


Bruce Feiler made of list of six men from all parts of his life, men who share his values, who know him best, and, as he says, “who know my voice.”  And he asked each of them to help father his daughters.  The Council of Dads was born.


One of the most extraordinary features of this arrangement is that Bruce Feiler and his wife, Linda Rottenberg, aren't waiting to engage these men 'til the end is near; it's all in, right now, all the time.  Open the photo album: here are David Black, Ben Edwards, Joshua Ramo, Ben Sherwood, Jeff Shumlin, and Max Stier gathered around the picnic table at the girls' fifth birthday party.  Snapshots:  One takes them fishing.  Another cooks with them.  Another takes them to a farm to see chicks and newborn lambs.  “On Hallowe'en,” says Bruce Feiler, “when I couldn't walk around the neighborhood, Josh took them trick-or-treating.  It was really touching, until I realized he was sneaking them chocolate at bedtime.  He's gonna be like rebellion dad.”
  


Now Bruce Feiler is in remission. “The doctors ... are hopeful,” says Linda Rottenberg, lifting up a vision of the best-possible outcome:  “I hope and continue to believe that the council will survive with him present in it.”  And, she adds, “The girls don't understand that this council was created in the event that [their father doesn't] make it.  Now they want a council of moms, too.”  Bruce Feiler “thinks it's a great idea.”  “I [look] at [these] guys sitting there on the deck with the girls, and I [realize] this has nothing to do with sickness or health.  It's about how you can't have too many adults who love your kids.”  “Knowing [they have] six more than before, he says, 'gives me the power to really rest comfortably at night.'”


I am utterly taken with this story, and with the idea, which feels just right to me.  I think of Vietnamese activist and Zen monk Thich Naht Hanh, asserting that the next messiah will not manifest as an individual, but rather, as a community.  Could this “council” model be just such a saving manifestation?  There are examples of it from many cultures.  The Quaker “clearness committee” comes to mind: an individual invites four to five people to meet with them for two to three uninterrupted hours, making them the center of attention, and engaging in a carefully designed “active listening” process, helping them discern their next best step.
  


My spiritual companions, as Jack Kornfield writes, I deeply believe that “the world's current problems are fundamentally a spiritual crisis, created by [our] limited vision: a loss of a sense of connection to one another, a loss of community, and ... a loss of connection to our spiritual values.”
  In spiritual practice, there are only two things. You sit, and you sweep the garden.  And it doesn't matter how big the garden is.  I  invite you to take this metaphor to heart.  And I encourage you to consider the world-changing trans-India walk of Vinoba Bhave, and to imagine yourself on no less important a mission.   

Choose your council, and give yourself to the possibilities of the truth that

more love is always a good idea.   

We need one another.  

What if we thought of the world as our temple?  

It starts right here.
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