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Chapter 8

The Unbearable Will to Whiteness
Jasmine Syedullah

THE FIRST NOBLE TRUTH

Most times, bearing witness to the unrelenting heartbreak of ignorance,
greed, and aversion that greets people of color in predominantly white spaces
on a daily basis is, at the very least, overwhelming. For those who “don’t
see race” or somehow imagine they have escaped the burden of bearing the
marks of racialization, bearing witness to this specific feeling of heartbreak
is a feat that has proved, for many, nigh unto unbearable. Bodies bend, the
breath catches, eyes avert, and in the very moment when the conditions for
connection are most critical, the experience of empathy repels and causes
some of us to contract.

From a Buddhist perspective, bearing witness to the long-term but every-
day effects of racism, patriarchy, and settler colonialism is more than a good
idea, it is more than an ethical choice, it is a practice in allowing oneself to
be vulnerable to feeling the overwhelming heartbreak of the world, just as it
is. Bearing witness in this instance is not a spectator sport. It requires that we
bring our full selves to the work of liberation. It asks that we be all in. It is
a commitment to be present to the truth of suffering, not suffering treated as
a sentimental abstraction or universal analytic, but suffering as an embodied
experience, a way to bear witness to the everyday dis-ease in our breath, in
our bodies, in our movements, and communities, surfacing in this time, in
this place.

The first noble truth of the Buddhist path begins with the truth of suffering.
Unlike the Christian tradition, for Buddhism suffering is not, in itself, virtu-
ous. It is not a cross to bear such that something like salvation becomes possi-
ble. It is simply the inescapable truth of life. In Buddhist philosophy suffering
comes from craving. Craving and attachment to ideals and expectations of
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what could be, should be, or has been obstruct our perception of things as
they are. Beneath craving, as the Tibetans remind us, lies ignorance to things
as they are. Ignorance causes craving, craving leads to suffering. As Rick
Fields quotes the Dalai Lama in the close of his book, How the Swans Came
to the Lake, suffering is the inevitable consequence of ignorance. “I believe
all suffering is caused by ignorance” the Lama says, “People inflict pain
on others in the selfish pursuit of their own happiness or satisfaction.”! Not
knowing the degree of our own ignorance can be a great hindrance to learn-
ing to be present to things as they are. Humility in the face of the unknown
slows it all down, so that we might watch, in real time, as the movements
of the breath, body, heart, and mind stop competing for control and become
still, become one. Noticing what all we do not know is a process, a practice
of accounting for our place in the world just as it is.

Rather than deliverance from suffering, or dukka, “a term translated as suf-
fering, unsatisfactoriness, stress, or more colloquially, ‘being out of joint,””
the contemplative practice of sitting meditation associated with Buddhism is
a practice in building a relationship with the truth of suffering.? This contem-
plative practice of being with what is has the power to ease an anxious mind,
or create a sense of peace, or calm, what some may experience as a break
from suffering. Though it is often used as such, meditation is not merely a
retreat from the world, permission for avoidance, or dissociation. It is practice
in standing with what is.

Contemplative practices sit uneasily alongside other technologies of know-
ing that are known to the West. Speaking on the meaning of practice, Zen
teacher Katsuki Sekida writes, “While philosophy relies mainly on specula-
tion and reasoning . . . we are never separated from our personal practice,
which we carry out with our body and mind.” Sekida’s book, Zen Training:
Methods and Philosophy, brings practice into conversation with science and
social theory and suggests that an understanding of the social and physical
world based in an embodied sense-based knowledge of the decentered self is
the only way “the fusion of individuals into universal existence” is possible.*
Sekida writes, “we undertake the practice of zazen, involving as it does many
years of tears and sweat. No peace of mind can be obtained unless it is fought
for and won with our own body and mind.””*> From the seat of our practice we
behold all we hold, all that holds us. Where contemplative practice can take
contemporary conversations about racial justice and white supremacy then
is toward an unapologetic awareness of the truth of suffering, an embodied
kind of practice in becoming more intimate with all supremacy lays to waste,
a humble kind of knowing that returns again and again to gather up what is
so as to leave nothing behind.

Though the West has midwived the world’s most progressive discourse
of rights and freedom through revolution, constitutional politics, and
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international agreements, the most radical notions of freedom are still largely
ambiguous. Rather than rooting notions of freedom in embodied realiza-
tions of the world as it is, we have historically opted to base imaginations of
freedom on idealized abstractly constructed representations of the world that
reflect back the will of those who dreamed them into reality. The language
of freedom that we hold onto still centers the world as it should be, as it was
imagined by those who colonized it, as a fabricated arrangement of abstractly
nominated kinships and communities peopled by idealized subjects living
outside history, unmarked by gender or race. Such relationships to the world
can too easily place freedom outside history and people outside freedom.
“When you are born into a national symbolic order that explicitly marks your
person as illegitimate,” as Lauren Berlant reminds us, you live in a space of
ambiguity. “The national body is ambiguous because its norms of privilege
require a universalizing logic of disembodiment.”® Despite its investments in
protecting individuals from the tyranny of the state, as philosopher Charles
Mills writes in “Race and Global Justice,” “the construction of ‘Western’
political philosophy as raceless has the ideological consequence not merely of
misrepresenting its own actual past, but of erecting a convenient cordon sani-
taire between it and the oppositional anti-racist tradition of people of color.”’
Since the so-called Western progress has been so blind to those it leaves
behind, it is our job to hold it accountable to the truth of the world as it is.
Many of those Western progress has left behind are still here. One need
not leave the West to find those who reflect its blind spots. Even within the
quarantine of the Western mind/body problem, as it is so called, there lies
the ever-emergent Black Prophetic Tradition. This tradition’s lineage is
one of escape from the brutality of universalizing logics of disembodiment,
ghettoized at times and criminalized at others but passed down neverthe-
less through fugitive protocols of liberation grounded in the diasporic black
experience of placelessness and captivity. The Black Prophetic Tradition is
what Katherine McKittrick might understand as a “moving technology that
can create differential and contextual histories” of liberation.® Its logics are
racialized and gendered. They are embodied and material, rooted in history
while reaching for the infinite possibilities of knowing liberation from the
inside out. From political movements for the abolition of slavery in the nine-
teenth century to the movements for black lives in the twenty-first century,
through the witness of David Walker, the confession of Nat Turner, from the
dark humor of Malcolm X and the wild hope of Martin Luther King Jr, the
truth of suffering becomes a site of contestation over what McKittrick calls
“black imaginations . . . of the struggle over social space.” Their orientations
to both suffering and freedom are deeply marked, not unlike the Four Noble
Truths, by a path of practice away from the certainty of suffering toward the
uncertainty of liberation by keeping accounts of the world as it is.
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While pessimism pervades these projects of liberation, both East and
West, and while the Buddhist tradition, the Black Prophetic Tradition, and
the philosophy of the Western canon, all begin with some version of “the
truth of suffering” their understandings of the best ways out of that truth
have divergent implications for the world’s intimate relationships to the
meaning of freedom. In Arthur Schopenhauer’s The World as Will and Rep-
resentation, for example, the German philosopher, and precursor of the more
broadly known Friedrich Nietzsche, takes on the problem of suffering as a
consequence of the individual’s will. Like Buddhists, he argues that suffering
is inescapable because the human will is insatiable. Schopenhauer’s solution
to the problem of suffering is no less than a complete negation of the will to
live. Schopenhauer argues that the individual’s perspective of the world is
bound by one’s perception of the world through the will’s representation of
it. Through the mirror of the will the individual sees the world as mere rep-
resentations of phenomena, reflections of the self. We are unable to grasp the
essential properties of things, he argues, because we constantly perceive the
world as it is reflected in the mirror of our endless willing, wanting, or desir-
ing. Individuals do not have the power to see the world as a thing-in-itself
and they try to overcome this illusion of perception by attempting to grasp
their “essential being.” However, the more the individual attempts to make
tenable the essence of her being, the more her essential being recedes from
her, abandoning the individual to palm “nothing but a wavering and unstable
phantom.”!°

Though he convincingly lays out emptiness of the self and virtues of the
negation of the will, schooled as he was in colonial encounters with Indian
philosophy, he does not offer a practical means by which to arrive at this act
of the negation of the will. Schopenhauer’s concern with the mind over and
against the material world beyond the mind is not unique to his approach to
questions of suffering, but is deeply rooted in a Cartesian understanding of
what it means to grasp one’s own existence. Rather than trust the senses, the
body, or the experience of suffering to learn about the meaning of existence
beyond the mind, Western philosophers placed value on the cognitive power
of the mind’s ability to abstract from reality, to reason, to predict, to deduce
the meaning of existence as an extension of the will.

Buddhism’s premise that all life is suffering long predates those of
nineteenth-century Continental philosophy. Sekida’s explanation for why we
suffer an endless stream of wants and desires, whose satisfactions are pass-
ing and whose ramifications for the delusions of consciousness are bound-
less, differs in a fundamental way from Schopenhauer’s thesis. Sekida’s Zen
Training offers an explanation for this state of anxiety in his discussion of
the “world of opposition” and rather than an appeal to reason, implores the
reader, as a means of transitioning from this state, to become more aware of
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her emotional responses, desires, and thoughts as they arise and pass away.
By calling attention to our process of perception, our experience, we become
more aware of our fears, attachments, and desires. Only then can we begin
to let these attachments go. The decentralized ego results from this new level
of self-awareness. This is then a process of letting go of our attachments, our
cause for suffering, in a transition to,

a state in which you cling to or adhere to nothing. It is not that you are without
desires, but that while desiring and adhering to things you are at the same time
unattached to them. . . . True freedom is freedom from your own desires."!

Sekida calls this movement away from attachment, a movement away
from the “habitual way of consciousness,” the process of perception whose
actions are unaware of themselves and whose telos is inevitably self-serving.
“It looks at objects in light of how they can be made use of. . . . This way of
treating oneself and the world leads to a mechanical way of thinking, which
is the cause of so much suffering of modern man.”!?

Coincidently, the “way out” for Sekida is not an intellectual exercise of
overcoming the limitations of the body’s inability to grasp the truth of its
own existence, and thus leaving the will behind, but rather a daily practice of
becoming intimately familiar with every element of its movements. Although
both views of suffering within the context of Eastern and Western thoughts
recognize that suffering has its basis in wanting and desiring, their respective
understandings of the truth of suffering differ. Schopenhauer seems to regard
suffering as a personal delusion that can be managed and overcome. Sekida,
on the other hand, is not trying to eradicate suffering, but instead offers a
means by which one can sit with the truth of life as suffering in order to
recognize “pure existence,” the experience of perceiving the world, as it is,
unobscured by one’s desiring the maintenance and protection of one’s own
interests.

Taking account of the world as it is, of all Western “progress” has laid to
waste and left behind is an embodied practice with our shared histories, with
both the social construction of the Western philosophical tradition and with it
the counter prevailing forces passed down to the present, gaining momentum
from both the past progress forgets and the futures it cannot yet imagine. In
this particular moment, the Black Prophetic Tradition is bringing contem-
plative practice to bear on this conversation about whiteness. It is holding
a mirror up to the will to whiteness as it exists in the world, as a desire for
liberation from suffering driven by what it deems as “noble.” The will to
whiteness constructs “progress” in its own image, in its own interest. It is
the self-persevering pursuit of its own horizon of possibilities, generalized in
the form of abstract ideals for application to all who fall within its domain.
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These abstract ideals express themselves like vanity distorts beauty, goodness
in search of “salvation,” refuge in search of dominion, in search of comfort.
The will to whiteness is the desire to recover through reason the faith lost to
the altar of progress, to recover all that accompanies faith in an all-powerful
God. It is a desire to take His place, to become the father of civilization, the
judge of the living and the dead.

When those who do not “see race,” or are not “sure why we keep having
to talk about it,” are asked to pay attention to the ways white supremacist,
heteronormative, transphobic, ableist, xenophobic, Islamophobic, anti-
Semitic, sexist, and classist norms stratify our social structure and place
value on the lives of some over and against that of others, we can quickly
see just how unbearable a truth suffering is for disembodied individuals to
hold. What does their suffering say about the truth of our own existence?
They may tremble to ask: How am I to grasp my own responsibility for
the conditions in which others live? Rather than relate to the costs their
noble pursuits of abstract ideals have on the lives, lands, and cultures, their
desires displace and destroy the disembodied turn to themselves. They may
temporarily feel rigid or defensive, cold to the truth of their own experi-
ence of suffering and to the suffering of others and its effects on their own
communities, families, or bodies. Rather than trust their senses they would
sooner disassociate from themselves than bear it at all. Some would sooner
eliminate every trace of the truth of their own suffering from their sight
rather than acknowledge the overwhelming magnitude of its weight on our
collective situation, rather than bear the burden of bearing witness to the
roots of it all.

Ignorance is universal. Suffering is inescapable. There is, however, a
special incentive for those within the US context to remain impervious to its
impacts with impunity. The will to whiteness, or one’s desire for ever-closer
proximity to it, functions as an phantom limb, a proxy for the embodied
work of seeing and thus understanding how the particular conquests of land,
resources, and people’s personal freedoms have shaped the political and
social landscape of US racial formations and national identity shape us. No
one in the West escapes the mark of race. No one in the West escapes being
marked by histories of forced removal or the ongoing genocide of indigenous
peoples, their politics, language, and culture. No one escapes the mass con-
version of people into property by way of “New World” slavery, or the many
generations worth of wholesale exploitation, criminalization, and domestic
violence legitimized by immigration policies and border control that have
so severely bifurcated US national identity that to live here is to live accord-
ing to the binary of US racialized meritocracy—the binary marked by those
“noble savages” suffering a history of profiling, surveillance, discrimination,
and exclusion, and all those on whose behalf this suffering is borne.
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Whiteness is more than an individual identity. It is more than an abstract
category. It is a desire, a destiny, an investment in a future that partitions the
presence of the past in the present to mirror its imagination of itself onto the
world for all time. We sense it before we understand it. Whiteness walks into
an American Buddhist community and announces itself without speaking a
word. It calls our attention and orients our sense of place. We are accounting
for it with our language, with our gestures. We anticipate all it means in an
instant and yet it has its limitations. My own arrival into white spaces, as a
black, dark skinned, woman, signals to those that have already made them-
selves at home there that I must be in want of or require something, that I
must require being welcomed or a pass to enter, to belong. It is an alienating
sensation to say the least. While the Eastern attenuation to universality of suf-
fering lays a groundwork for connecting over the gulf of the racial divide that
organizes bodies into barriers within this nation, the Western investment in
minds over matter makes it difficult for most people to see themselves wield-
ing detachment from identity as a weapon against those whose mere presence
marks them in ways they cannot bear to look square in the face. Or at least
that is how it feels. It was for this reason that for years my sitting practice
was a solo practice, or happened in twos and threes, with a friend, or with my
sister, in a park or we might take over some unoccupied room in an empty
church or classroom. Because the established practice communities I visited
in my early twenties were not a refuge from the unrelenting heartbreak of
ignorance, greed, and aversion that so typically greet people of color with the
overwhelming burden of predominantly white spaces, secular and otherwise,
I choose to suffer my way toward the path of the dharma on my own.

Though it took several years, I eventually found my people. In the last
decade or so, increasing numbers of LBGTQIA identified people of color
are finding their way, not unlike I had, beyond the bounds of the traditions
and institutions of faith into which we were born and raised and are seeking
refuge from homophobic and transphobic spiritual communities in places that
have been historically understood as more progressive, but predominantly
monolithic—middle to upper class, white, and culturally insular. More and
more of us are finding ourselves and each other in what are generally speak-
ing, white Buddhist communities. Our arrival, and all it brings up, raises
important questions about identity, ownership, race, place, and belonging that
are poised to diversify popular imaginations of who represents Buddhism in
the United States. As we settle in, however, and make ourselves at home, we
set the burden of the overwhelming sense of being black and brown down.
We sit with it. We pay attention to it. We give it the time it needs to be felt
and learn to understand it as something more complex than a burden. That is
when something strange begins to happen. Its weight shifts and it is no longer
our individual burden to bear alone. We are learning to share its presence with
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others, first in people of color spaces, within affinity groups, then in mixed
company, in ways that may prove unbearable to some at first. But then we
notice when those brave enough to bear it can withstand it, lean in to bear
with us. As they begin to feel it all, they feel themselves. They begin to hear
the reverberations of racism as they have echoed through their own lives,
lineages, and dharma practices, but some still keep their distance. Those of us
who can, expand to make room, to offset the weight of the binary, to sit with
the unrelenting heartbreak of racial and gender supremacy, class dominance,
and cultural exclusion that meets us all right where we live until we know it,
if just for a moment, with every breath of our being.

PROPHETIC PRAXIS

In the spring of 2015, I sat down, along with Rev. Angel Kyodo Williams,
Sensei and Lama Rod Owens, to eat dinner with the dharma community of
the Shambhala Meditation Center of Atlanta. We were there to lead them in
the first of four in a series of conversations in three cities that would center
the voices and testimony of people of color and queer people of color in Bud-
dhist communities in the wake of the shooting death of Michael Brown and
the suffocation of Eric Garner at the hands of police officers in 2014. The
conversations would later become a book, published in 2016 entitled, Radi-
cal Dharma: Talking Race, Love, and Liberation. As we sat around a long
t-shaped table, passing colorful platters between us family-style, we got to
sharing more than a meal. We opened a dialogue that we would hear echoed
throughout our visits to communities in Boston, Brooklyn, and Berkeley. It
was a cautious, hesitant conversation about the dharma of hierarchy within
many Buddhist communities, and several of us were concerned for the ways
our deference to hierarchy hindered the path of collective liberation. It was
a difficult conversation about the patriarchal hierarchies of the traditions in
which we sit, practice, and come together and what it means to enter them as
people marked by difference, as people routinely policed and criminalized for
speaking truth to power, as those routinely deferred access to power, legiti-
macy, and protection—not just in our sanghas, but in society at large. While
some predominantly white dharma communities (PWDCs) recognize their
homogeneity and insularity is a problem, they are still grasping to understand
how to shift. They are realizing that knowing they have a problem is not
enough to know how to change course, and how hard it is to shift when the
greatest insights are coming from the most marginalized perspectives.

We had not planned to record the dinner conversation but when the direc-
tion it took fed directly into the reason we were there we quickly pulled out a
cell phone. This was not a conversation we wanted to lose. The transcription
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of the recording picks up just as one woman asked, “So is this desire to be
more diverse—that doesn’t necessarily run counter to this, to our culture of
hierarchy, does it?”

The simple answer, as Lama Rod responded that night was, “I believe it
does.” There was silence in the room as we waited for him to explain. Many
of the attendees had just been sharing how beloved the hierarchy of the
Shambhala community was to them. They were curious how it could also be
a hindrance to the desire for diversity. Lama Rod went on to say, “I believe
when you’re reproducing systems of power and hierarchy that directly pushes
back on inviting groups into the community that have traditionally been very
traumatized by power and hierarchy.” As a black academic I knew this all
too well. Not only do investments in hierarchy create cultures that are insular,
they are also more likely to protect the integrity of the structures that house
them than the safety and well-being of those who abide within them, particu-
larly when an individual’s safety and the integrity of the governing structure
are at cross-purposes.

As I write this chapter, the integrity of the Shambhala community was
rocked as a report was released on June 28, 2018, the second of such a report
which was part of a larger initiative to break the silence of sexual abuse sur-
vivors within the community. This report shed light on a specific history of
sexual abuse allegations against Mipham Rinpoche, the Sakyong, or king, of
one of the largest Buddhist organizations in the West, Shambhala Interna-
tional. In addition to the tremendous crisis of faith catalyzed by the revela-
tions of the report, the challenge we are seeing in so many corners of Western
culture right now from the movement for black lives to #metoo is the explo-
sive tension between how desires for diversity expressed within institutions
built upon practices of insularity, hierarchy, and exclusion can grow more
inclusive even as they fight to maintain the way things have traditionally been
done. As Lama Rod explained in a dharma talk at New York Insight Medita-
tion Center shortly after news of the controversy surrounding the Sakyong
spread, “hierarchy isn’t wrong, it is a problem when it’s protecting itself.” He
shared his own experience of becoming aware of the sexual misconduct of
his own teacher, Lama Norlha Rinpoche, who founded a monastery in Wap-
pingers Falls, NY, and was forced to retire after allegations against him were
finally made public. “You should be practicing dharma to be free,” Lama Rod
reminded us, “not to belong to something or protect them.”

While PWDCs extend open invitations to those long differed access, the
implicit possessive investments, as George Lipsitz termed them, in patriarchy
and whiteness that organize the community, prevail. It is an internal contra-
diction that propels many of us who are changing the demographics of US
Buddhism one by one, are contending with in a variety of ways. What desires
for diversity demand is a deeper structural shift than can be attained by ways
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of increased female leadership, more participation of people of color, and
the additive inclusivity of queer friendly, inclusive guidelines for commu-
nity building. In dharma communities and in other sites of collective social
networking, it will require a shift in how we pay attention to the embodied
truth, our own and others, of suffering, belonging, and exclusion that have
historically organized our ideals of freedom, safety, and justice. It shifts not
only what we build but how we feel we should be building it. As Rev. Angel
reflected that day back in 2015 around the table at the Shambhala Meditation
Center of Atlanta, “If the historical structures have endured to benefit par-
ticular people—if those remain in place, they continue to benefit particular
people until they are reorganized. Which is what happened in the [U.S.]. We
had to have laws that reorganized the way in which property was handled,
the way in which access was handled. Things had to be reorganized in order
to change [the structure of] power.”

BEINGS ARE NUMBERLESS

Are the structures of power embedded in the architectures of Western Bud-
dhist communities shaped by the will to whiteness? There is not one answer,
but many. A whole complex history of the colonization of cultures, the
migration of transmission, and the breaks in lineage that collide in overlap-
ping investments in patriarchy East and West across TransAtlantic gravesites
and Pacific war burial grounds, layer upon layer of Western orientalism and
white supremacy, all thoroughly combine to complicate contemporary analyt-
ics of power, privilege, race, gender, resistance, and authority in the context
of “Buddhism in America.” In Richard Hughes Seager’s book by the same
name he writes,

American Buddhism resembles an extensive web or network of monasteries,
temples, and centers cross-cut by lines of affiliation that are often difficult to
trace clearly . . . [it] is characterized by variety and complexity at a time when
the nation’s ideals are increasingly being recast in terms of multiplicity and
autonomy at the local and regional levels. . . . The most prominent feature of
American Buddhism for the last three or so decades has been the gulf between
immigrants and converts, created by a range of deep cultural, linguistic and
social differences . . . here the contrast between tradition and innovation often
appears in particularly high relief."

On the level of representation, innovation looks like the rise of people who
have been long marginalized within US Buddhism to positions of leadership.
The forward looking gaze of the newly renamed March 2016 premiere issue
of Lion’s Roar, formerly Shambhala Sun, features representations of the
“new faces of Buddhism” in its cover art.'* The magazine’s editors selected
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a colorful assembly of dharma teachers, white, black, and brown, both those
born in the United States and those who brought Buddhism to this country
with them, all of whom are leading the charge to engage directly with mat-
ters of race, diversity, and difference in the practice of liberation in Western
Dharma. Their arrival begs questions about where they have been, who they
are replacing, and why their arrival matters now. How are these faces new
if the practice originally belongs to those who were brown? How does the
East/West narrative make disappear much of what these encounters surely
surface? There is a clear and present multicultural optimism shining through
the issue’s recognition of these teachers but so too is there a deeper witness
of an emergent alignment and mutual understanding between teachers that the
future of American Buddhism is the culmination of postcolonial liberation,
black liberation, and the negation of the will to whiteness.

For those paying attention, the proverbial writing is on the wall, and a
deeply prophetic perspective on the practice is cohering from multiple direc-
tions at once. It may be precisely what Buddhism needs, as Anam Thubten,
founder of the Dharmata Foundation, writes in the March 2016 issue of Lion’s
Roar, “to fulfill the needs of our contemporary society so it can be a rich, liv-
ing spirituality instead of just another conventional religious tradition.”!3

The question of who represents US Buddhism then has increasingly
required an expanding examination of how the intersectional and interde-
pendent insights of dharma practice sit within the settler colonialism, heter-
opatriarchy, and white supremacy of US empire, economy, and governance.
With the increasing number of Asian American, Latinx, and Black American
practitioners rising to prominent roles of dharma leadership in Buddhist com-
munities, the question is how their presence is not only diversifying racial
representations of Western Buddhism, but also actively working to bring
hard-won practices of liberation from their own prophetic and contemplative
traditions—generations of practice in knowing what time it is and what these
times call for, knowing how to survive forced migration, exploitative labor,
genocide, colonization, intimate violence, and state-sanctioned violence.
Indeed, how do we diverse groups bring “all our relations” to bear on the
timeless truth of the dharma and what does our welcome require of those
already at home on the cushion?'®

This point of convergence between black and brown lineages of collective
resistance to racial terror and the variations of lineages of Buddhism that have
migrated to the United States over the last half century from India, China, Sri
Lanka, Korea, Japan, Vietnam, Thailand, Tibet, Myanmar, Indonesia, Cam-
bodia, and, the places of their forced migration throughout the Caribbean, the
Americas, and Europe, has an important impact on this land in a way that is
both new and simultaneously mediated by a much older politics of encounter.
It is a point of convergence mediated by a racialized and weaponized set of
priorities, perspectives, investments, desires, and feelings that are born of a



154 Jasmine Syedullah

colonial experience and fascination with the “East,” by the “West.” Thinking
with social theorist Edward Said, Joseph Cheah writes, “The legacy of Ori-
entalism in convert Buddhism can be traced to . . . Orientalist racial projects,
vestiges of white supremacy ideology [that] can still be detected today in the
controversy surrounding who represents ‘American Buddhism.””"’

Cheah’s book Race and Religion in American Buddhism argues that in
order to understand the story of Buddhism in the West, one must not only
trace the anthropological and Christian missionary origins of its arrival or
its slow integration into American culture through the counterculture of the
early-nineteenth-century romantics and mid-twentieth-century Beats, but also
recognize how whiteness has colored this story in ways we may be only just
beginning to name. As Cheah writes, “in most instances, white supremacy
operates in the United States as an invisible standard of normality for many
white Buddhists and sympathizers.”'®

On the ground, this structural tendency toward replicating the feelings,
attachments, and investments of white supremacy, the will to whiteness,
within what Cheah refers to as “the orientalism of convert Buddhism” can
be difficult to distinguish from the cultural hierarchies of gender, ethnicity,
and power already embedded within the practices of Buddhism rooted in the
social order of their places of origin. In fact, to render the white supremacy
of American access to the dharma visible requires a deeper conversation
about the interlocking structures of dominance and discipline that undergird
everyday understandings of liberation, both East and West. It requires that
we ask big questions about the mutually reinforcing movements of Enlight-
enment logics and what Lisa Lowe terms “the economy of affirmation and
forgetting”!® that relay between multiple scales of injury incurred through
the plunder and theft of colonial encounter. It requires that we, who call our-
selves Americans, and even those of us who simply live within its borders,
not only notice that we are living among the bounties of colonial violence,
empire, and war, but sit and stay noticing, experience noticing, and practice
it, not only on the cushion but in our daily lives. To paraphrase Rev. Angel
Kyodo Williams’ Sensei in a recent talk at Omega Institute to a convening of
spiritual retreat center leaders, it is a conversation that requires that we see
the violence of appropriation in its historical context, not simply as a singular
injury that lives in the past, but one which we continue to feed off of in our
willful ignorance to its perpetuations of harm in the present.

I VOW TO TRANSFORM THEM

How might we, who live here on stolen land, sit with the white suprem-
acy constitutive of the trade routes of transmission that have brought the
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Buddha’s teachings to us and brought us to the cushion? How might we who
benefit from the bounty of genocide and the afterlife of slavery, from what
native studies scholar and activist Andrea Smith calls, the “interrelated log-
ics” of American slavery, genocide, capitalism, orientalism, and war sit with
the truth of suffering? How are American Buddhist communities “digesting,”
as Rev. Angel recently noted in an interview, “the material of how intolerable
it is to be so intolerant?”%

Rather than a call to oneness that occludes historical legacies of racial
dominance, patriarchy, settler colonialism, and xenophobia, I am inspired by
this call for a radical dharma, a practice of becoming present to the discomfort
of being one, to consider how to sit, in real time, with the unbearable forms
and blinding emptiness of white supremacy in our practices of liberation. In
his short contribution to the conversation between ethnic Buddhist teachers
in America and American Buddhist Teachers-of-Color, Anam Thubten wrote
that the timeless truth of the Buddhist tradition is about finding true joy by
freeing ourselves from the internal world of concepts and beliefs that veils the
indescribably beautiful nature of our lives. He makes the point that the world
is in an unprecedented phase in which change that used to take centuries is
happening in a very short period of time. It is time for us to see that humanity
and our natural world are intrinsically sacred so we can respect and love each
other and save this kind and unbelievably magical Mother Nature.?!

More than a melting pot, this articulation of the dharma announces the
nuance of the urgency of the current moment and all that its desires for
diversity bring crashing together. Rather than close down or finally settle a
conversation about who decides what the truth of the dharma is and where
we ought to look for authentic representations of it, Anam Thubten invites
us into a practice of conversation about the dynamism of diversity, about
how convergence makes awakening to the “intrinsically sacred” truth that
resonates across differences more possible. Like all wisdom traditions, the
truth cannot be caged, or bound, not even by its place of origin, not even by
the lives of those diasporic spaces and peoples it moves, those who change
it in their very turns toward it. It moves impeded only by our own desire to
hold it as our own.

This alchemy of place and practice has mixed New World discourses of
liberation with the wisdom traditions of contemplative practice to forge new
dharma communities. Rather than a relativist consumer-oriented celebra-
tion of multiculturalism, what is emerging in these spaces of convergence
is transforming the depths of our modern attachments to individualism and
investments in self-preservation, giving way to new ways to cross lines of
difference to build toward a practice of liberation that is unbound. As a con-
sequence of its arrival in the American context, by way of both immigration
and conversion, poetry and profit, Buddhism is being made to encounter itself
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in new ways—lineages indigenous to the Asian continent, long distanced
from each other by differences in dharma discourse and practice will inevita-
bly encounter each other here in ways otherwise unthought and unexpected.
Convergences both intermareal and cross-cultural are turning the appearance
of the dharma from distinctly different landscapes of practice back onto each
other. Returning to practices anew, as Richard Hughes Seager writes in Bud-
dhism in America, there are even those “Buddhists, both European American
and Asian American [who] are beginning to mix elements of practice drawn
from the different traditions of Asia that are now found in this country.”?

In my own experience as part of the newDharma Community, founded
by Rev. angel Kyodo williams, Sensei, I trained with one of the first black
female Zen teachers to receive transmission in this country. Rev. angel
Kyodo williams Sensei and the dedicated practitioners of her Center for
Transformative Change, a dharma-based activist organization led by women,
were my first dharma home. We were an unusual Sangha—Black, Asian,
Latinx, and White, representing a spectrum of sexual orientations and mostly
cisgendered, men and women who lived and worked together in a practice
space and intentional collective, first in Oakland then in Berkeley, California.
The newDharma liturgy is firmly rooted in the Zen Tradition, and as such bor-
rows heavily from the Zen Peace Maker liturgy. But it also includes aspects
of practice adapted from Tibetan Buddhism and inflected by the prophetic
spirituality of black liberation movements. We sing The Heart Sutra and
hold dance practice along with yoga and martial arts in the Zendo. When we
who represented four continents of multiple heritages, when we who each
hailed from multiple lines of flight from intersecting structures of violence
and oppression, stood together to dedicate the merit of our recitations of the
Heart Sutra, “in grateful thanks to our many ancestors along the way,” when
we asked that “the benefits of our practice be extended to all our relations”
proclaiming “may we realize the awakened way together,” the space of our
practice of necessity expanded.?® In one instance it expanded to include not
just us in the room but also those gathered a few miles away in vigil and
protest, awaiting news of an indictment or absolution of guilt for the man
videotaped shooting a twenty-two-year-old Oscar Grant in the back, killing
him during an arrest in the Fruitvale Station Bart station on early New Year’s
Day, 2009. It expanded to include the man accused of shooting him as well.
In another instance it expanded from us in the room to include both the tents
of protesters and houseless activists that mobilized the Occupy Movement
to fill our city’s common places with demands to heed the 99 percent and
the gentrifying developers and city planners who would eventually make the
very practice hall we called home too costly to continue to house our sangha
today. Who all? This collective speaks to the way in which “all our relations”
might in any instance include not an abstract, idealized, or distant concept,
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but an everyday practice of extending toward those who helped us become
more present to what all was present in our walking meditations through the
streets of North Oakland and South Berkeley. It was a daily act of reckoning
with Who All’s liberation still does not matter enough to matter to all our
relations right here, right now. It is a practice of noticing that there is a politi-
cal context to where we sit, a long-standing relationship with all those who
have sat here before us. I would ride my bike to and from practice, across
the Oakland/Berkeley border, chanting the Four Great Bodhisattva Vows and
feel the ground shift beneath me, feel the world shift me, from breath to bone.

Early on in my practice, my teacher noticed that the mudra I held was not
one she had taught me. She asked where I had learned it. I explained that the
mudra I practiced was from the university class in which I had first learned
to sit. She said it was monastic, meant for those dedicated to sitting for
long periods of time away from their communities and families completely
enveloped in zazen. The mudra she taught me that day she taught precisely
because we were, as she said, in an urban practice center. We were only here
for a brief time before we would have to integrate what all we practiced on
the cushion into our lives. Fearless warrior practice, she called it. This prac-
tice in presence to place, to when and where we are, is not new to people of
color, though it may be new to US Buddhism. It lives in the testimonies and
memoirs of those descended of runaways, freedom fighters, fugitives, and
maroons. It lives in the ways they tell time with their relationships to each
other, to the land, to freedom, to the knowledge that there is a place beyond
bondage, beyond even death. Though my own journey to Buddhism began
in earnest in school, I had first meditated in church. My father led pilgrim-
ages to Taize, a Catholic French monastery that was established as a refuge
to those fleeing the Holocaust during World War II. By the time I visited as a
teenager in the 1990s, it was an inter-denominational Christian worship prac-
tice that centered meditation and chanting and was flooded week after week
with youth in search of spiritual awakening. It was the medicine my aching
adolescent soul needed to push past my own rebellion from institutionalized
religion to find home in spiritual community and the alchemy of collective
witness to trauma and healing.

SWEET HONEY IN THE ROCK

As the shackles of American slavery began to weaken their hold, the concepts
of freedom that cascaded forth from the words and witness of the refugees of
the Plantation South were soaked in generations of unspeakable trauma, the
trauma of bearing witness to the subjection of one’s life relations, and loves
to the will of another. For these fugitive communities, freedom was not a
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place free of suffering, but a necessary practice in struggling with conditions
of impossibility, uncertainty, the unknown.

What has become clear to me through my own practice and study of those
for whom freedom is a constant struggle, as activist academic Angela Davis
reminds us in her 2016 book of the same name, is that the flight toward
freedom is not free from suffering. Suffering freedom in this way was not
a romantic journey or salvific mission. It represents neither an escape from
reality, nor an intellectual transcendence of the muddy waters and rough
ground of everyday life. In this moment it is what one might call an embodied
practice of liberation from the will to whiteness.
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