
I am an organizational equity and systems change consultant and strategist. 
Much of my work attends to organizational transformation and healing (at 
individual, interpersonal, institutional, and community/societal/field levels). I 
have been in the fields of equity, education, systems change and organiza-
tional development for nearly 30 years. I am also a black woman, a ngakma 
(one form of Tantric Buddhist ordination), and teacher in Tibetan Vajrayana 
Buddhism (Nyingma tradition), which I’ve practiced for nearly 25 years. I 
have also been a priest in an African-based tradition (Yoruba/Lucumi), for 
25 years as well. These strands inform how I think about systems change, the 
embodiment of my vows as a professional and spiritual practitioner, healing, 
and what it means to “be of service.”

This chapter is focused on:

• The meaning of “depth” in our practice as aspiring (or current) healers and
contemplative practitioners;

• Attending to both the universal & the particular (and how one of these often
gets lost);

• The nature of “being of service” related to healing, race, gender, and other
dimensions of difference;

• Will, skill, stamina, and pitfalls in maintaining presence with the above
(especially related to white dominant habits); and

• Embodied connectedness (to ourselves, one another, the earth, and to all
beings).
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Intended Audience and Purpose

I have written this chapter mainly for those for whom reconnection with the 
particular (i.e., race, gender, and other dimensions of difference) is new, unu-
sual, unfamiliar, challenging, scary, undesirable, and/or potentially seen as not 
relevant to spiritual or therapeutic practice. That is, for those I assume to be 
this volume’s main audience(s) – therapeutic practitioners who operate from a 
largely white dominant cultural mindset (whether or not they are white and/
or male). Hence, the audience I mean to address could also include those who 
operate with such a mindset either by assimilation or by choice, despite being 
part of, having been raised in, and/or living in predominantly multiracial, 
multigendered communities. Of course, there may be other practitioners who 
read this volume as well – e.g., equity-minded and BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, 
and People of Color) practitioners for whom connection with the particular 
and with difference is not at all new.

(Note: “White dominant” should not be confused with white culture, in 
general. “Dominant culture” or “dominant identities” refer to groups who hold 
widespread positional power in an organization or society. In the US, some 
of the most prevalent dominant identities are white, male, heterosexual, able-
bodied, cis-gender, native English-speaking, among others. There’s nothing 
“wrong” with male or white or heterosexual, or any other dominant identity. 
The issue is a value-hierarchy and denigration of those who do not conform to 
dominant approaches in ways of being, doing, thinking, seeing, understand-
ing, analyzing, communicating, etc. There is current and generational harm 
toward non-dominant groups as well as our collective well-being and ability 
to recognize, honor, and benefit from variety in human manifestation and 
expression.)

Thank you and bear with me and the density here. Some common issues in 
the fields of equity capacity building and healing that this chapter attempts to 
address, relate to audiences who have different starting places, and therefore 
different support needs and desires in a chapter like this. Namely:

	1)	 Some people operating with a dominant culture mindset (white and other) 
may be new to equity, but very receptive. Hence, the issues here may 
include: A) steepness of learning curve, B) accessing appropriate resources 
& training, and C) sufficient practice;

	2)	 Some people operating with a dominant culture mindset may be new to 
equity and defensive/not receptive in relation to it. Hence, some issues 
here may be: A) determining whether or not one has interest in learning 
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and growth, and if so, B) softening the borders of what we think we know 
and fostering receptivity, and then C) addressing the issues from #1;

	3)	 Some people operating with a dominant culture mindset (white and other) 
may be very equity-minded and (potentially) equity-skilled. Hence, the 
tasks here include being of humble, compassionate, and rigorous support, 
and a resource to others, especially those in #1 and #2;

	4)	 Some BIPOC (and other non-dominant) people may be new and/or defen-
sive in relation to equity (despite deep lived experience), if/when we have 
assimilated effectively (unconsciously or by choice) to dominant culture. 
Hence, the issues here are similar to #1 and #2, but with the added dimen-
sions of reflecting on the – (often highly skillful and at times, detrimental/
unhelpful) – coping strategies we may have developed to live and survive 
as BIPOC (or other non-dominant) people in many dominant culture 
communities around the world.

	5)	 Many BIPOC (and other non-dominant) people are very equity-minded and 
may also be very equity-skilled. Hence, the tasks here potentially include 
being of humble, compassionate, and rigorous support and a resource to 
others, especially those in #4, and possibly in #1 and #2 as desired/moved 
to do so; and in partnership with those in #3.

A note on “intentions” and the four levels of equity (i.e., individual, inter-
personal, institutional, and community/societal/systemic): individual growth 
and good “intentions” related to equity are necessary but not sufficient in our 
endeavors in the focus of this chapter. We are trying to address systemic prob-
lems and the implications for contemplative and therapeutic practice – which 
include and go beyond individual and interpersonal dimensions – to support 
the emergence of a healthier world for all.

Hence, for these different audiences, sometimes my tone might be direct, sub-
tle, controversial, provocative, nurturing, fierce, calm, etc. – or anything in 
between, to try to shake us out of potential complacency, into kinder (which 
may not necessarily mean “softer”), more present, feeling/affected/impacted 
human beings, who are not insulated from one another’s suffering and pain. 
We may then become more capable of discerning or manifesting in each 
moment right/appropriate/beneficial action, which can emerge spontaneously 
for the liberation of all.

(A few additional thoughts: without presence, we can be dangerous when we 
are disconnected from each other. This “connectedness” [as will be discussed 
later in the chapter] is specific/particular, not just universal/general. We are par-
ticular human beings, in particular bodies, and those particularities matter in 
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terms of communication with one another. The same reason we would learn 
another language in order to speak and be understood by those from other 
cultures, is the same reason we would attend to areas such as race, class, gender 
and other dimensions of difference: because they impact how we experience 
the world, and hence require translation of the dharma or psychotherapeutic 
approaches to meet and honorably attend to our particularity – as individuals, 
as families, as communities, as societies.

(I am going on and on about this because my experience over the last nearly 
30 professional years is that what I am speaking of was largely ignored [or 
addressed only cursorily with “diversity” and “inclusion” efforts], until about 
two years ago when race suddenly became visible to more and more dom-
inant-culture people, as a domain requiring societal attention. There are 
still significant efforts fighting or continuing to avoid such a focus – some 
school districts, philanthropists, spiritual teachers, and others. This “fighting” 
or “avoiding” takes the form of believing that such “focus” is “divisive” or a 
“distraction” or a “distortion.” This is an important part of what we have to 
address to be of greater aid, support, assistance, partnership, presence, kind-
ness, honor, and love with and for one another. These are at the heart of both 
Deep Equity and Tantric practice in my work, life, practice, teaching, and 
experience.)

Depths of Practice

The framing for this revised edition of Advances in Contemplative Psychotherapy 
– “fleshing out the social context and ethical dimension of contemplative practice 
and … the intersection of this work with the impact of systemic racial and gender 
oppression on personal, interpersonal and collective health and well-being …” – is 
very helpful and (in my training and practice), not “new” to Buddhism nor to 
contemplative practice at depth. Such framing is also core to the professional, 
sacred, and secular training of Deep Equity1 and social justice2 practitioners.

The deep meaning of “compassion” requires or compels us to be fully engaged in 
the world and profoundly in touch with the suffering of beings. “Engagement” 
may mean different things or look different ways – (as my mother once said 
to me, “We don’t all have to engage in social justice in the same way”). Prayer 
from a cave in the woods can be just as profound and dangerous as complex 
social engagement in highly political circumstances, and vice versa.

The question becomes, what does our practice require of us DEPENDING 
on what type of engagement we are called to have in the world (in any given 
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moment)? i.e., different conditions require different tools and capacities to be effec-
tive, successful, and beneficial. At different moments in our lives, we may also 
be called to different “practice” or “service” in the world, which, in turn, will 
require different skills of us, different capacities to manifest to meet, partner 
with, and best serve the needs and beings of the moment. This is the “skillful 
means” of Tantra, a view and method we find ourselves at certain stages of our 
Bodhisattva vows. Equity and social justice – at depth – is this. It is infinitely 
creative, dauntless, unwaveringly rooted in compassion, dogged, and loving. It is 
innovative to meet the needs of the moment, whatever they may require of 
us; come what may. Buddhist Tantra, in particular, is one system that is well 
suited to support individuals and collective bodies/systems in metabolizing the 
toxic residue of social ills, such as racial, gender and other forms of oppression.

Deep Equity and social justice3 is also precise. (It also, at depth, displays all 
the Enlightened/Wisdom Families of Tantric Buddhism – pacifying, enriching, 
magnetizing, wrathful, which are descriptions of the ways that compassion can 
manifest.) It is specific in its engagement with phenomena so that its prescrip-
tions/methodologies/activities can be equally precise. White dominant hab-
its4 (which any of us may display), have had the tendency in this hemisphere5 
to erase or minimize the “particular” in favor of the “universal.” The universal 
can seem easier/simpler/less complicated, generalizable. The particular, on the 
other hand, may seem messier, more complicated, less neat, non-conformist. 
We have heard terms such as “wild” used to describe both female-identified 
people as well as Black, Indigenous and people of color. While there is noth-
ing per se problematic about the term “wild,” how it has been used is less 
than desirable to honor the varied ways that human expression can manifest. 
Both Equity at depth as well as Tantra allow and celebrate the varied ways 
human manifestation may occur, because they are both grounded in pro-
found wisdom and compassion. In fact, by some definitions, Equity at Depth 
is Compassion, and Tantra is called the “path of Skillful Means,” another 
phrase for infinitely creative Compassion.

Attending to the “Particular”(As Well as the Universal)

There is a running away from the particular in white dominant habits; a “melt-
ing pot” mentality which erases the specificity of human experience. Many of 
us may do this – from time to time and/or because of how, when, and where 
we were raised or trained by our families, professionally, and our communities 
of practice. As we emerge from either oblivion or from conflicted states of 
being, seeing our shared humanity can be liberating, a boon, and a revelation 
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that we had heretofore not seen or been in touch with. (This emergence is 
similar to the stages of grief [beginning with denial and anger], and the IDI 
continuum, which may be useful, though it does not include the full focus of 
Deep Equity and Social Justice [DE&SJ]. DE&SJ includes attention to differ-
ential power, cumulative impact, and societal conditions, among other areas.)

To deepen our practice from this state, from this revelation of the (non-intel-
lectual) experience of our common humanity, requires us to stay in the (some-
times very intense) heat of the moment; the “warp and weft of life,”6 which is 
relentless in its manifestations. It is not “neat” or (always) “pretty;” (but it is 
always “good,” in the Bodhicitta/Buddhist sense of deep compassion way of 
saying this word; as in Samantabhadra, the primordial Buddha, meaning “All 
Good”). From the Vajrayana Buddhist Dzogchen view, the current moment is 
perfect; though we may not be able to realize/perceive it. In our states of con-
fusion about the perfection of reality, we create all kinds of chaos and may-
hem. Our practice aims to stabilize our ability to be with the present moment, 
so that we do not run from our innate freedom and our ability to be of service 
to each other. This is part of the depth of practice. In both Deep Equity as 
well as contemplative practice, we find our capacity and repertoire of action 
EXPANDS to be able to encompass the totality and limitlessness of creation, 
of manifest reality.

Enter again, equity – or Deep Equity in my use of the term. What are we talk-
ing about here, as spiritual practitioners, clinicians, therapists, and healers? 
Our collective commitment to promote the well-being of individuals, groups, and 
the planet – both the universal and the particular. The particular in this case, 
means with radical attentiveness to our identities (racial, gender, sexual orienta-
tion, and others) – not with gripping, fanatic attachment, but with presence 
and honor for the particularity of our lives and their precious, unique, mag-
nificent manifestations. This is at the heart of many of our vows – to honor 
phenomenal reality. Such “honoring” and “attention” allows us to discern in 
the moment, appropriate behavior, and action. We are not insulated from life, 
people, and situations. We commit to being present to whatever is arising at 
any moment.

The Multifaceted Nature of “Being of Service:” Healing, 
Race, and Other Dimensions of Difference

What does this mean and have to do with psychotherapy or contemplative prac-
tice? It means that we expand our repertoire of being able to be of service to 
EVERY DIFFERENT KIND of human being; that we can actually be of 
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service to the many, and not only the few. And we can do this without 
erasing the specificity and nuances of race, gender, or any other dimension 
of human difference. Just as different spiritual teachers are more effective 
with particular students – (sometimes not based on identifiable characteris-
tics) – we become open to being aware that race, gender identity, and other 
dimensions of difference may impact how we perceive and can (or cannot) 
communicate with specific people.

Though we may specialize in certain capacities or faculties or skills (i.e., eve-
ryone doesn’t have to be a carpenter, or know how to work with children and 
families, etc.) – we know that we can, if we choose to and apply ourselves 
diligently – expand our repertoire and skills to be of more effective support 
for wider and wider ranges of beings, including multiracial and multigendered 
communities. This is no small matter and is more complex than “diversity” 
or “inclusion” or even learning another language; Deep Equity includes and 
goes beyond these. These dimensions of human difference become important 
for us to attend to because of our commitment to be of service. Our commit-
ment requires us to attend to the particular as well as the universal. (This is 
an aspect of Discriminating Awareness.7 We are not all the same, and we are 
not all different.

We do not shy away from life; which means, we do not shy away from people, 
in our specificity; and particularity (not just in the “universal”). We can develop 
the capacity to see and meet and stay fully present with the particular dimen-
sions of our lives (and those who come to us for support). “Staying present” in 
this way, is core to many aspects of Deep Equity and to contemplative prac-
tice, at depth.

Will, Skill, and Stamina in Contemplative Practice and Equity

What I often see in white dominant contemplative (and other) communities 
and organizations is either:

•	 Inability to stay present when engaging equity; to want to run from or 
alleviate the “discomfort” as soon as possible – This is a “stamina” issue, 
so we need to deepen our practice to remain with intensity, until it sub-
sides or transmutes; and/or

•	 Lack of skill – with regard to either awareness, knowledge, and (beyond 
intellectual/brain) understanding, and capacity to effectively engage race 
(and other dimensions of difference) with kindness and rigor when they 
arise and present themselves.
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A corollary to these skill and stamina domains is lack of “will” and/or “excuse-
making.” These forms of avoidance are contrary to our Bodhisattva and 
Tantric vows, which compel us to be present and attentive “as refined as the 
grains of flour …”8 These avoidance tactics take the form of something like: 
“those things don’t matter,” or “that’s a distortion of the teachings.” At depth, 
our commitment to be of service also requires willingness and practice to 
maintain awareness of our own condition and conditioning – both before/as 
a prerequisite to being of support to others, and during our attempts to be of 
support. This is “putting our own mask on first” before seeking to help/sup-
port others.

“Will” promotes openness and receptivity to growth and learning. “Stamina” 
promotes endurance and bravery when/if things get intense. “Skill” is capac-
ity in actually engaging in the work itself. With “will” and “stamina” only, 
without “skill,” there is a limited capacity to actually do anything, make a 
difference, and be of service.

“Staying present” in terms of Deep Equity requires us to build the STAMINA 
and SKILL to be able to stay present with race, gender identity, sexual orien-
tation, class, and other dimensions of difference which are impacting the indi-
viduals and/or groups who may come to us for support. These dimensions of 
difference are not solely “individual” or “interpersonal” “issues.” Viewing them 
in these ways can confuse and obscure our perception of them influencing 
our collective life – i.e., the organizations, systems, and structures within which 
(most of us) exist in the world (such as neighborhoods and parks, educational 
systems, healthcare systems, the job market, housing, systems for receiving 
food, and other areas) – which are all radically impacted by race, skin color, 
class, language, accent, and other dimensions of difference, globally. The 
degree to which we pay attention to what is specifically happening in these 
areas when individuals or groups come to us for support, is precisely the degree 
to which we will or will not be able to be of assistance in the particularity of 
the life circumstances of those who come to us for support and guidance.

Said another way, if we are ignoring or avoiding these areas (i.e., race, class, 
gender, etc.) we will be limited in our capacity to be of aid, because indi-
viduals and groups are always experiencing both the universal as well as the 
particular/specific at the same time. They are non-dual, and the depth of our 
practice (equity and/or contemplative) requires us to attend to the particular.

“Stamina” also relates to our contemplative practice and not being over-
whelmed by phenomena or whatever is manifesting. “Skill” is about develop-
ing the actual knowledge, understanding, awareness, & capacity to 1) notice, 
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2) effectively engage/meet (i.e., with what I like to call, “rigor + kindness”), 3) 
address, and (if appropriate), transform conditions as they arise.

“Noticing” is about paying attention to what is arising, as it is. To “notice”/rec-
ognize that I am Black, female-bodied, and human is to have enough awareness 
and skill to know that it may likely be less effective to engage me as generic 
or white or Asian, or male-or-other-gender-bodied, or as a four-legged animal. 
That is skillful. To not notice (or rather, to not pay attention), would be highly 
unskillful. “Ignoring” race or other identities can limit our actual efficacy, as 
well as our enjoyment☺ of the particular and myriad, wonderful manifesta-
tions of reality. Spiritual bypassing of race and other dimensions of difference, 
taking refuge in “melting pot” or assimilationist approaches to contemplative 
practice and therapy will be less effective with BIPOC and other non-domi-
nant communities who are navigating both dominant and non-dominant cul-
tures. (See for instance “Spiritual Bypassing in the Contemporary Mindfulness 
Movement,” by Carla Sherell and Judith Simmer-Brown, in Social Justice, Inner 
Work & Contemplative Practice: Lessons & Directions for Multiple Fields, 2017, 
p.74–93.)

The way we ensure that addressing and engaging the particular, does not 
become exoticizing or remain “surface,” is to actually put in the time and effort 
to learn about marginalized/non-dominant communities and history (i.e., 
women, gender-expansive people, BIPOC, etc.) so that we appropriately share 
the responsibilities of living in this world together. We deepen and broaden 
our understanding of our collective life, how we have arrived at our current 
state of affairs collectively (at least from a physical/material perspective), and 
therefore deepen our capacity to make this (apparent) world better. Just like a 
plumber or electrician would do – we continue to learn about our craft, because 
the history of its evolution matters for doing good work today and even more ben-
eficial work tomorrow.

To not pay attention to race and other dimensions of difference in our practice 
(whatever our professions in the world), is an abdication of our responsibility as 
practitioners, craftspeople, and fellow human travelers who aspire to embody 
Bodhisattva vows. Tantra is where we significantly expand our repertoire of 
capacities to be of service. We become more capable; we build greater stamina, 
endurance, and determination. We become dogged & unwavering/unflinching 
in our commitment to be of service toward the liberation of everyone and 
everything, everywhere.9

We are living in a time when (in many parts of the world) a “case” no longer 
has to be made for a focus on equity and race (in particular), with the rise of 
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widely available, video-taped murders of Black, Brown, and Gender-Expansive 
people in the United States. For the first time in my lifetime, wide swaths of 
people are (finally, many for their first time) making the connection between 
individual (or interpersonal) “issues” of “discrimination,” and historical, sys-
temic, widespread racism and oppression that impacts the ability of specific, 
very large groups of people to even have a hope of access (or consistent access) 
to healthy food, decent housing, quality education, beautiful, safe neighbor-
hoods, and so on. We are seeing the beginnings of a greater consideration of 
our COLLECTIVE responsibility for our collective well-being, (especially in 
countries and environments where there are the financial and resource means 
to attend effectively to the “many” and not just the “few”).

So, we have to ask now (as many have been for the last two years): What does 
a moment like this require of us – to deepen our embodiment of our commitment 
to be of true & authentic service? (And where and when are we shying away from 
that? And what is the impact, one way or the other – when we are in embodiment, 
and when we are not?)

Skill in Intensity

We’ve been talking about how one of the functions of practice then becomes 
building our stamina for staying fully present to the intensity of the moment, 
whatever it may hold. This is no small matter and may be part of the reason 
folks shy away from the work of attending directly to race and other dimen-
sions of difference: it can become VERY intense (some/much of the time 
because of many centuries of denial and repression, and lack of adequate 
capacity en masse to fully attend to it). We may collectively be called to build 
such stamina en masse in this historical period for the benefit of future genera-
tions. This lack of stamina often shows up physiologically, emotionally, and/or 
mentally/cognitively. Contemplative practitioners may recognize these as the 
domains of body, speech, and mind.

All of life is not “calm” and this is not the goal of practice (though that may 
very well be the internal state, no matter the conditions or behavior we may be 
manifesting externally). Sometimes things are intense (for us individually, in 
our families, in our communities, societally, and/or globally) – and require vari-
ous methods to support the most beneficial progress and the liberation of all. 
Sometimes those moments (especially in intensity) require a sharp instrument 
to cut through (like childbirth). Some Tantric (and other) Enlightened Beings 
have ritual knives and other “intense” instruments to fulfill their work and duties 
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in support of the maturing and full realization of beings. Wielding such instru-
ments or tools of intensity well, requires an unwavering heart of compassion, lest 
we become dangerous. This warrants repeating and significant meditation.

We (sometimes) have to build up the capacity to be able to handle a more 
powerful or intense “electric current” – in our bodies, in our relationships, 
and in the world. This increased capacity for more fully engaging the com-
plexity, intensity, and multifaceted nature of life – (including skillfully 
addressing the individual, interpersonal, institutional, and systemic/struc-
tural forms of racism, sexism, and other manifestations of social oppres-
sion) – is part of what Buddhist Tantric and Deep Equity practice can 
yield. (Sometimes it’s also fun to ride a rollercoaster, or surf, or paddle in 
white water rapids …) Sometimes the degree of confusion, (either our own or 
that of “others” around us), causing harm and damage to those near and far, 
wreaking havoc on the planet – requires an intense tool & method to disrupt 
& get our/their attention. This is (part of) the methods of Buddhist Tantra 
and other wisdom traditions.

When one trains to deepen equity practice to notice and reduce/release racist, 
sexist, and other conscious and unconscious inequity tendencies, one domain 
of skill-building is healthy engagement with conflict. There are corollaries 
and entire teachings on this in Vajrayana Buddhism; some teachings (and 
wisdom beings) specialize in these capacities. It is actually a set of capacities/
muscle group(s) in one’s psycho-physical-subtle-energetic sphere/field that can 
be cultivated so that one can become more stable and compassionately centered, 
under any conditions. One also comes to realize in Vajrayana as well as in 
Deep Equity, that “compassion” can manifest itself in ANY manner of ways 
– gentle, intense, vivid, soft, loud, hard, wild, peaceful, seductive, or any unpre-
meditated manner needed to serve the Enlightened needs of the moment …

In this/these ways, we have the possibility of actually becoming kind & lov-
ing, and experiencing the fruit of our contemplative practice, teachings, and 
our healing aspirations. Then, we can be greater agents of well-being and 
positive change, for the collective good – that emerges spontaneously for the 
benefit of others.

Some Pitfalls to Depth, Service, Will, Skill, 
& Stamina: White Dominant Habits

Many have written in recent years on such attentiveness to the “particular” 
as it relates to race, gender, social systems, and contemplative practice.10 As 
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we’ve noted above, we still need to be attentive to the danger of equity spir-
itual bypassing and avoidance as they relate specifically to race and other 
dimensions of difference. A fuller elucidation of some of these pitfalls can be 
found in the pervasive literature now present in equity communities of prac-
tice around white dominant culture or white dominant habits. As many know, 
these habits are sometimes conscious, sometimes unconscious, and not always 
used by white or other dominant culture people and institutions. (The reader 
is encouraged to familiarize themselves with these habits, with skilled coach-
ing and/or facilitation support alone and in groups – to notice how such habits 
may be manifesting in one’s own life and practice, to practice releasing these 
patterns, and building new, more compassionate, skillful muscle …)

Harm, Un-Numbing, & Healing: Disconnection & 
Reconnecting with Ourselves & Each Other

For those (of any race, gender, or other manifestation) for whom focus on the 
particular (race, gender identity, etc.) in the ways we are talking about, is new, 
unfamiliar, scary or undesirable – this often marks a state of disconnection – 
with ourselves, with each other, and with the planet. There are many prac-
tices (across multiple wisdom traditions, tantric and other) that support us to 
reconnect and “unknot” contortions inside of our mental, emotional, physio-
logical, relational systems. Receiving intensive training and deeply practicing 
these approaches can support us to become better practitioners, better thera-
pists, better loved ones, better social systems change agents, better neighbors, 
and community members – who care for and attend to one another.

Without this level of reconnection (as I often tell my organizational clients), we 
are numb to our own pain and to the pain of others – like when our foot or hand 
is numb. With this numbness, it is very difficult to know when we have hurt our-
selves or when we are hurting others. In such a state, we do not feel our own pain, 
let alone anyone else’s, and all the intellectualizing in the world cannot solve 
that. Hence, we have to be un-numb, sensitized/sensitive/present/aware enough 
to notice. And we have to be WILLING to NOTICE. Here again enters “will,” 
because sometimes we ignore our own and others’ pain (even when it is quite 
obvious) – and this is how it becomes possible to harm ourselves, others, and 
the planet. We lose awareness of connection and our fundamental intercon-
nectedness (in some Buddhist systems this is referred to as “tendrel”).

(I led a day-long workshop on the relationship between deep equity and con-
templative practice for a multiracial group of about 50 people in early 2020, 
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and a Black woman said at the beginning of the day that she had no familiar-
ity or relationship to “inner work,” contemplative practice, or being “sensi-
tive” to her internal state. After the group engaged in practice and exercises 
with the breath, natural elements, subtle body, etc. – she said something to 
the effect of, “Now I get it. It’s re-sensitizing” to these things that have gone 
dormant …)

Avoidance is a form of disconnection and (as has been noted) can take the 
form of “excuse-making.” Even when we see what’s happening, we may create 
“explanations” for what we are seeing that enables us to avoid actually dealing 
with it. We all know this and have likely done it (in some forms), whether in 
our personal relationships, in work, or in relation to social systems and race.

In our societal and interpersonal dynamics (for simplicity’s sake), we might 
say there is the experience of those on the “receiving” end of harm, and the 
experience of those on the “perpetuating” end. For those causing harm, this 
can be thought of as a state of disconnection from self and (so-called) “oth-
ers.” From the “self,” this can be at the subtle body level (as it’s understood 
in Tantric Buddhism), it can be on the level of mind/brain, it can be on the 
more gross, physical body level, and/or in our relationships with “others.”

For those experiencing harm, whether or not we go into a state of “suffer-
ing” with the experience of oppression, abuse or harm, is a matter of choice, 
skill, and may be a matter of timing (i.e., our capacity in the moment). This 
is very important. Whether or not we take “experiences” as “suffering” (from 
a Buddhist perspective), has to do with our degree of presence, awareness, and 
non-grasping onto our experiences. When we are experiencing what appears 
to be estrangement from our Natural Condition (from a Buddhist perspec-
tive), we suffer. When we are connected to and aware of it, we are Free – no 
matter the external conditions. This is one of the most important parts of this 
chapter.

Now, we need to be careful not to make social oppression the problem of 
individuals and his/her/their own healing. In a collective life full of love and 
caring, we all have the responsibility to be of service to the liberation of every-
one and everything, everywhere. This is the life of (spiritual) practitioners and 
healers at certain depths of our practice. We’ve noted that “healing” is not 
(solely) an individual matter. It is about the collective as much as it is about 
the so-called “individual” because 1) we are connected, and because 2) we can 
create social conditions (families, institutions, societies) that decrease harm 
and support the well-being of all. (Whether or not, when and to what degree 
we feel connected is another matter; and is another of the main subjects of 
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this chapter – because the greater our felt-sense of connectivity, the greater 
our capacity to make wise, compassionate, and skillful choices based on that 
clearer awareness…)

Upping Our Game …

We now know that this reconnection (with self, “other” and the world) 
becomes a core function of practice and any healing methodology. When we 
are connected, we feel deeply, we are attuned & aware, and therefore have the 
CAPACITY to ACT in ways that serve our “individual” & “collective” libera-
tion. Processes, habits, and approaches that disconnect us from our Natural 
Condition and each other, will not serve us as practitioners, healers, or those 
who would be healed. What makes us MORE SENSITIVE to the MOMENT, 
and to EACH OTHER will. We may shy away from this, with the perspective 
that it “is too much; or ‘too overwhelming’ …” This is precisely why we would 
practice: as we are called to deeper service, we may need to “up our game” (i.e., 
our capacities) to be of effective and proper service to what is arising before 
us. This “upping our game” is a deepening of skill & stamina. (If we are not 
called to this, perhaps our current capacities, methodologies, and approaches 
are sufficient … and perhaps they are not? ...)

For BIPOC and other non-dominant culture people who are reading this – 
we are called to “up our game” to 1) use and/or find contemplative practices 
that support us to not grip onto experience in a way that causes us or others 
to suffer, and 2) deepen our skill and stamina to be more effective change 
agents with individuals, organizations, and systems who may be resistant, 
oblivious, and/or unskilled in relation to matters of race, gender, or social 
justice, and 3) to find adequate resources, supports, and communities of 
practice for us to heal where there has been damage to our physical, emo-
tional, subtle, and/or mental bodies. #2 relates to both A) a sensitivity to 
readiness/current state of those we are engaging with, and B) ensuring that 
our heart of tenderness and compassion (with rigor) is pervasive and unwa-
vering in the face of intensity, abuse (sometimes generational), gaslighting, 
and massive harm.

For all of us: What is our heart of Bodhicitta in the charnel ground11 (in this case, 
families, communities, institutions, and societies that continue to cause harm, 
even when they become aware of it)? Where is our unwavering commitment to 
develop the skill, will, discipline, stamina, and undauntable fearlessness in the face 
of ANYTHING?
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•	 For dominant culture people: How do we maintain presence with speci-
ficity/particularity of experience without “taking refuge” in the “universal” 
(i.e., “melting pot/assimilationist/we are all one human family”)?
•	 It’s not that the universal is not present; it’s that it is not all that’s 

present;
•	 As practitioners and healers, we commit to not ignoring the specific 

and to deepening our capacity to effectively and skillfully engage it, 
in this case, as it relates to race, gender and other dimensions of 
difference.

•	 For non-dominant people: How do we not become contorted by the expe-
riences of oppression and frequent harm? How do we maintain our heart 
of Bodhicitta/loving-kindness with a wild fierce compassion as it becomes 
necessary to break old patterns and catalyze ourselves, people, and situations 
into more liberated states?

Do we have (and are we using) the resources we need to do and become what 
the above requires, for the benefit of all? And if not, what are we gonna do 
about it? (And when are we gonna do it?).

So What, Now What? Reflection & Application

Now that we have come to the crux of the matter, some reflection questions 
as practitioners (therapists, contemplative practitioners, would-be or current 
social change agents, or other identities we may find ourselves within at the 
moment☺):

	1)	 To what degree am I fully present with MY OWN identities (even know-
ing they are transient and don’t last from a Buddhist perspective) – in my 
attempts to be of service to and with others? (Note: some may take pres-
ence with our identities as not part of Buddhist practice. We have been 
talking about the need to pay attention to the particular especially in 
Tantric practice, because the very texture of life and reality is experienced 
as sacred. Our “attentiveness” is part of how we honor it. The point is not 
to attach to it.)
	a.	 To what degree do I shy away from such presence?
	b.	 How aware am I when this is happening?
	c.	 What do I do when I become aware?

	2)	 To what degree am I fully present with the identities of THOSE WHO 
COME TO ME for service and support?
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	a.	 To what degree do I shy away from or reject such presence and 
noticing?

	b.	 How aware am I when this is happening?
	c.	 What do I do when I become aware?

	3)	 How SKILLED and KNOWLEDGEABLE am I about race, class, gender 
identity, and other dimensions of difference in their historical & current 
individual, interpersonal, institutional, and systemic/societal manifestations?
	a.	 What have I done/am I doing to deepen my awareness, knowledge, and 

skill at all of these four levels?12

	b.	 How much does such focus on the specific/particular matter in my 
current work? How much do I think it makes a difference (or not) in 
my efficacy with those who come (or might come) to me for support?

	4)	 What are my goals in the depth of my practice (professional, personal, 
contemplative, psychotherapeutic, other)?
	a.	 What do I actually hope is different for people and their capaci-

ties and actions in life after engaging with me? What do I hope the 
effect(s) is/are of engaging with me?

	5)	 To what degree do I have stamina for the intensity of engagement that 
may be necessary with this level of specificity (related to race and other 
[apparent/ephemeral] identities)?
	a.	 What will be required to deepen the efficacy of my practice and pres-

ence in the world?
	b.	  How am I deepening this stamina and capacity for intensity?
	c.	 What supports or resources do I need, and how and when will I bring 

them to bear?

If we seek to …

•	 Be healers in support of individuals, we will be motivated to learn and refine 
modalities & approaches that support those we would seek to benefit;

•	 Be healers in support of the collective, we will be motivated to learn and 
refine modalities and approaches that support those organizations and 
groups who desire our services and partnership.

Each of these – individual and collective healing – have their own sacred and 
secular sciences, approaches, methodologies, histories, practitioner groupings, 
“certification” rituals and bodies, etc. Transformation at individual, interper-
sonal, institutional, and systemic/societal levels requires considerable learning 
and practice. Collective healing of “ills” like racism, colorism, and sexism 
(among all the other isms), includes the field of equity-embedded organizational 
development (which is different than “equity” as an add-on …).
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Closing & Applying Practice …

As we end, we return briefly to the issue of “stamina” and what we do when 
we notice discomfort, irritation, annoyance, cringing, fear, loathing, and 
potentially gymnastic approaches to rationalizing distance from seeing race, 
one another’s pain, systemic harm, and the specific suffering we see around 
us, in our communities and families (not only “across the world”). We can 
reflect on what is tenderness13 in our practice? To what degree are we willing 
to be touched and moved into skillful, compassionate action? “Moved” not in a 
syrupy, overwhelmed, distorted, pity-motivated way – but moved in a way that 
is powerful, centered, grounded, anchored in our innate goodness & brilliance, 
fierce and fearless, undauntable, skillful, clear & kind? Without preferences or 
aversions for particular groups of people AND without ignoring the particu-
larities of those groups of people (history, societal impacts, cultures, languages, 
race, genders, etc.)? Can we be that discerning and precise in our action and 
engagement with phenomena and the world – at all times?

Can we be this for and with each other because this is what the world needs 
right now – for us to be fully present with one another and of service? And 
finally, are we willing to put in the work and the time that it will take for us to 
actually build the STAMINA and SKILL to live into, FULL embodiment of 
this call that both Deep Equity and Tantra (as two of the countless/limitless 
doors to the same thing) – require of us, as radical acts of love and kindness?

Capacity may not magically emerge and manifest because we want it to and 
because we have “good intentions.” For many things, we have to actually 
apply ourselves – i.e., learn the language(s), study the material, practice the 
sadhana(s)/methods, shadow our mentor(s), get the substantial equity train-
ing, and practice in real-time with discomfort and uncertainty, etc.

This is life; this is (part of) Tantra; this is Equity (at depth); this is what is 
required for (deeper) embodiment of our vows and commitment to be of ser-
vice to the liberation of everyone and everything, everywhere.

Notes

1	 Sometimes used interchangeably; hence, singular here. “Deep Equity” is a term 
and approach coined in my practice some years ago to distinguish more nas-
cent approaches to “DEI” (diversity, equity, and inclusion) work, from approaches 
with a depth of rigor and compassion that could lead to more lasting, beneficial 
changes at individual, interpersonal, institutional, and community/field/societal 
levels. See these publications as examples: Seeing, Reckoning & Acting: A Practice 
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Toward Deep Equity (S. Petty, 2016), and Systems Change & Deep Equity: Pathways 
Toward Sustainable Impact, Beyond “Eureka!” Unawareness & Unwitting Harm (S. 
Petty & M. Leach, 2020).

2	 See for example the Deep Equity Practitioners Network (DEPn), 2021.
3	 Deliberately singular here, as these are interchangeable in my use in this chapter. 

For an elucidation of these terms and their relationship to contemplative prac-
tice, please see S. Petty, Waking Up to All of Ourselves: Inner Work, Social Justice & 
Systems Change, in Social Justice, Inner Work & Contemplative Practice: Lessons & 
Directions for Multiple Fields, Initiative for Contemplation, Education & Action 
(ICEA), July 2017, p. 1–14.

4	 Not be confused with white culture, in general.
5	 Often referred to as the “West.”
6	 A phrase I have heard one of my Buddhist teachers, Ngak’chang Rinpoche, use 

in referring to Tantra.
7	 A description of the wisdom quality of the magnetizing Buddha Family.
8	 As the father of Tantric Buddhism, Guru Rinpoche/Padmasambhava has said …
9	 For the liberation of “everyone and everything, everywhere” is a phrase used by 

one of my Buddhist teachers, Ngak’chang Rinpoche.
10	 E.g., Radical Dharma: Talking Race, Love & Liberation (by Rev. angel Kyodo 

williams, Lama Rod Owens, and Jasmine Syedullah); The Way of Tenderness: 
Awakening through Race, Sexuality & Gender (by Zenju Earthlyn Manuel); the 
Arrow Journal; therapist, author, healer Resmaa Menakem; and Waking Up to All 
of Ourselves: Inner Work, Social Justice & Systems Change (p. 1–14); among others.

11	 In Tantric Buddhism, a “charnel ground” is traditionally a place of intense practice 
where corpses are left to rot and be consumed by vultures and other animals who 
inhabit the place. In this case, I am using the term to refer to the intensity of the 
widespread experience of systemic racism and other forms of oppression, in places 
where danger, abuse and harm are nearly constant (not just for individuals, but 
for entire groups, generationally).

12	 Some potential equity training programs readers might be familiar with or choose 
to participate in include: White Awake; the Racial Equity Institute; Crossroads 
Anti-racism; Race Forward; and Wayfinding Partners; among other providers. 
(*Note that not all include a contemplative approach.)

13	 In the way Zenju Earthlyn Manuel uses this term in The Way of Tenderness: 
Awakening through Race, Sexuality & Gender.




