
ABC anchor DAN HARRIS talks meditation with SHARON SALZBERG, JOSEPH GOLDSTEIN & MARK EPSTEIN

HabitGet off the wheel of

How to free yourself from habitual patterns of thinking, relating, and acting. 

It’s the whole point of Buddhist meditation. (They don’t call it the Wheel of Life for nothing.)

Helpful teachings & techniques from:

THICH NHAT HANH
SYLVIA BOORSTEIN
TSOKNYI RINPOCHE
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MINDING THE EARTH, MENDING THE WORLD: 
Zen and the Art of Planetary Crisis 
By Susan Murphy
Counterpoint 2014; 320 pp., $16.95 (paper)

H O W  C A N  W E  W R A P  O U R  M I N D S  around something so 
vast as the destruction of the planet, and—instead of going 
mad or numb—grow interested? And how do we slow down 
enough to quickly take right action?

These are the opening questions of Susan Murphy’s new 
book, Minding the Earth, Mending the World: Zen and the Art 
of Planetary Crisis. Murphy does not shy away from the stark 
realities of the destruction we are wreaking in every ecosystem 
on Earth. And though her book is dense with facts, it reads like 
poetry or a series of koans. The reader can feel the author’s 
presence, the inspiration of her roosters and dog, and the ©
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rhythmic shadow of trees and winter grass outside her window. 
It’s a book that must be absorbed slowly. 

Murphy writes, “The hour is beyond ‘late’ and in our heart 
of hearts we know it.” Indeed, we are living today with the con-
sequences of carbon emissions released two decades ago—and 
they have only been increasing more rapidly each year since. It’s 
not surprising that so many of us turn to skepticism or silent 
despair. We do not know how to hold in our hearts the disaster 
we’ve created, which may well make the planet uninhabitable 
for our grandchildren. 

At the root of the environmental crisis is our overconsump-
tion of the Earth’s resources, our never-satiated greed for more 
pleasure and comfort. The West has enjoyed the benefits of 
postindustrial technology for decades, and now billions of 
people in the developing world, coming out of poverty, under-
standably want the same. According to our capitalist economic 

Bodhi Trees
In nature we see Buddhist truths unfold, while in Buddhism 
we find ways to heal the natural world. J E S S I C A  M O R E Y 
on Minding the Earth, Mending the World.

Reviews

Contemplador del blanco (1999) by Tomás Sánchez, acrylic on canvas
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system, this is a great thing. But it is very much at odds with the 
carrying capacity of the Earth.

The Buddha pointed to this kind of greed as the root of our 
suffering, and he taught an end to suffering. He taught us to 
see the ephemeral, unsatisfactory, and ultimately empty nature 
of sensual pleasure and comfort and to look instead for a more 
lasting contentment. 

From the start, nature played a central role in the Buddha’s 
enlightenment. As Gautama lay emaciated after years of futile 
asceticism, he recalled a time when, as a child, he sat in the 
shade of a rose-apple tree and in quiet solitude experienced an 
effortless, abiding calm. This memory spurred him to sit under 
the bodhi tree until he realized full enlightenment. 

As the story goes, throughout the night, the soon-to-be Bud-
dha was assailed by the armies of Mara, who personified sensual 
desire and fear. The Buddha brushed off these temptations eas-
ily. Then came Mara’s final attack, meant to cast doubt on the 
Buddha’s effort and worth. “Who are you to claim the throne 
of enlightenment?” he asked. “Who is your witness?” The Bud-
dha silently reached down to touch the Earth, which roared in 
response, “I am his witness!” And in that moment, just as the 
morning star appeared in the sky, the Buddha achieved full 
liberation. 

Perhaps the Earth arose in support of the Buddha out of her 
own self-defense, knowing that the teachings of the Buddha 
might be her only salvation 2,600 years later—a mere blink in 
geologic time. The Buddha did not seek support from celestial 
beings or other realms but from the Earth beneath him. And 
the Earth can lend us a similar support in our search to under-
stand the central teachings of the dharma—of impermanence, 
suffering, and no-self. 

Today many of us are suffering from nature deficit disorder, 
estranged from the Earth in our air-conditioned comfort. I 
am a prime example of this; despite my fierce love of nature, I 
spend most of my time indoors staring at a screen. But when 
we do get outside, when we go out into the wild, everywhere we 
look we can see the truth of the Buddha’s teachings.

Impermanence is vibrantly apparent in the weather, the sea-
sons, rivers, and even in rocks. Contemplate, for example, how 
what was once lava turned into granite boulders and how tens 
of thousands of years ago, glaciers dragged these same boulders 
to new locations.

Indeed, Murphy encourages us to look even further back 
and see the Earth and ourselves as actors in the story of the 

universe—a story that began between five and thirteen billion 
years ago. Murphy writes that we are “inseparable from the 
ceaseless creation of an unfinished cosmos.” We are sun, rain, 
and soil transformed through food into breathing, sentient 
beings. With some quiet reflection, emptiness and dependent 
co-arising are vividly apparent in nature.

This ceaseless changing from one thing into another—prey 
becoming predator, decomposing leaves transforming into 
trees—only causes suffering when we cannot perceive it as a 
shifting whole, when we cannot see beyond our one life. 

Murphy provides a striking story that speaks to this truth. She 
describes an abandoned mining pit in Montana that is still today 
slowly filling with water toxic from heavy metal. A number of 
years ago, a flock of geese drank the water and died from festering 
burns throughout their intestines. Months later, scientists discov-
ered that growing in the pit there was a new form of yeast that has 
the ability to extract heavy metal from water at a rate nearly seven 
times more efficiently than other yeasts. They also discovered that 
this yeast is found in the rectums of geese. Things are as they are. 

Not only do the Buddha’s teachings provide a powerful view 
for relating skillfully and compassionately with the Earth, but 
the Buddhist contemplative practices of meditation and koans 
may also hold answers to our current environmental challenge. 
Murphy points out that these practices cultivate a “flexible, 
non-fixated, creative, and playful state of mind” out of which 
wise action can emerge. 

Mindfulness meditation practices teach us that meeting diffi-
culties directly can be healing, joyful, and deeply rewarding, and 
this is an important lesson for us as we face the difficulties of the 
climate crisis. I witnessed the intractable complexities firsthand 
at annual UN climate conferences, many of which I attended as 
a clean energy analyst representing both small nonprofit think 
tanks and multinational organizations. The other representa-
tives and I always came prepared with expert financial strategies 
and technical solutions, only to find no traction in the political 
morass. It didn’t matter if a proposal would save millions of tons 
of carbon, spur innovation, and pay for itself through a small 
tax that would be offset through hundreds of well-paid jobs. It 
didn’t matter that our solution made perfect sense when you 
took the greater good into account, rather than the short-term 
profit of a few powerful corporations and their beholden politi-
cal representatives. Each country, corporation, and politician 
at these conferences took a perfectly rational position, which 
cumulatively assured environmental destruction. 

Our environmental crisis will be the making or breaking of us 
as humans in a global community. It’s the ultimate opportunity 
to realize our interdependence and act accordingly with kind-
ness and generosity. To confront the climate crisis, every country 
must participate, or at least a critical mass of us must decide to 
trust each other, to broaden our frame from national to global, 
from short term to long term. We must not only recognize but 
also act on the truths of interconnectedness and karma.

Minding the Earth, Mending the World, like a koan, does not 

As a child, the Buddha sat in the 
shade of a rose-apple tree and in quiet 
solitude experienced an effortless, 
abiding calm.
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provide easy answers, but Murphy does 
sprinkle in some signposts. She touches 
on ideas from the major eco-philoso-
phers of the past half century, including 
Joanna Macy, Thomas Berry, and Wen-
dell Berry. That said, this is where the 
book is weakest, a bit too simplistic. The 
concrete solutions Murphy references feel 
a bit tired and unworkable, but perhaps 
it’s me who is tired and disillusioned. I 
was inspired by many eco-philosophers 
in college only to find no foothold for 
their ideas in the worlds of Washington, 
D.C., and international finance. 

Murphy also seems a bit too nostalgic 
toward indigenous cultures in juxtaposi-
tion to our plugged-in, frenetic modern 
society. We definitely have much to learn 
from indigenous cultures’ relationship 
with the Earth, and perhaps ultimately a 
wise dialectic will emerge from the dis-
cussion between our paradigms, but an 
overemphasis on returning to indigenous 
wisdom feels like an internal inconsis-
tency in the book. 

If we are to believe that we modern, 
tech-obsessed humans are embedded 
in and inseparable from the story of the 
universe, then Facebook, Google, smart-
phones, nuclear power, and late-stage 
capitalism are all perfect threads of this 
story—not an aberration. So the ques-
tion becomes: where do we go from here? 

Reading this book has been a personal 
call to reawakening. Several years ago, I 
left my career in climate policy to teach 
mindfulness full-time, and since then I 
have mostly ignored the scientific and 
political developments in the field of 
environmental policy. My meditative 
practice has certainly ripened and ben-
efited from this time, but there is a gap 
between these two passions. 

As I put Murphy’s book down, I find I 
have a new, personal koan: How is teach-
ing mindfulness meditation also fighting 
climate change? Healing this divide might 
be the most important and joyful prac-
tice of my life, for, as Murphy reminds us, 
“in the end we practice being aware, not 
for our ‘enlightenment’ but to ease the 
existence of all beings who happen to be 
with us in the ark of the world.” x

Ligmincha Institute at Serenity Ridge
Nelson County, Virginia

OCT. 31–NOV. 2, 2014

The Sacred Body in the Bön Tradition
with H.E. Menri Lopon Trinley Nyima Rinpoche 
We are pleased to welcome back H.E. Menri Lopon Trinley Nyima 
Rinpoche, head instructor of Menri Monastery in Dolanji, India. 
He will teach the five tsa lung movements, supported by a 
teaching prayer, to help alleviate physical or other disturbances.

DEC. 27, 2014–JAN. 1, 2015 

Winter Retreat: The Experiential Transmission 
of Zhang Zhung, Part 1: Ngöndro
with Geshe Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche  
Join us for this first retreat in a special five-part series—held 
over the next five winters—of Tibetan Bön Buddhist dzogchen 
teachings. These are considered the highest teachings in the Bön 
and  Tibetan Buddhism. Part 1: Ngöndro i(meaning preliminary 
practices) is a prerequisite for Parts 2–5.

FREE LIVE WEBCASTS (Eastern/New York time) 
with Geshe Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche  
Oct. 11, 2014:  3–4:30 p.m.                  Nov. 8, 2014: 1–2:30 p.m. 

photo by Janine Guldener

www.SerenityRidge.Ligmincha.org / 434-263-6304 
Subscribe to our free e-newsletter at www.VoiceOfClearLight.org

TENZIN WANGYAL 
RINPOCHE, founding 
director of Ligmincha 
Institute, is renowned 
for his ability to convey 

the ancient wisdom of 
Tibetan Bön Buddhism 
in a way that is highly 
relevant to Western 
students. He is the 
author of numerous 
books, including 
Awakening the Sacred 

Body.

 In this moment – right now – what do you hope for? Peace. Love. Health. 
Security. Understanding. Defi ned externally, these hopes remain subject 
to the whim of your thoughts and emotions. When embodied, these 
qualities reveal a new reality – a new way of meeting life, thus changing 
your life forever. 

The Nine Gates Mystery School is an experience of total 
immersion with ten Master Teachers from nine ancient 
wisdom traditions. From birth to death to resurrection, the 
Nine Gates Mystery School offers you 
the skills, practices and shifts in 

perspective required to LIVE AWAKE!

Live Awake!
Each moment offers 

you a choice. 

How will you meet 
life right now?

For additional information contact us: 
 www.ninegates.org Or call 1-800-650-3782 x 1966

Fall 
2014-2015 School
Part I: 10/24-11/2,
Lucerne Valley, CA 

Part II: 3/13-22, 2015
Joshua Tree, CA

NINE GATES
MYSTERYSCHOOL
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We’re pleased to offer you this article  
from the new issue of Shambhala Sun magazine. 

Like what you see? Then please consider subscribing.

$6.99 US  /  $7.99 Canada

Simple, powerful techniques for real relief 

from what puts you on edge—at work, at home,

in relationships, and more. A special section 

for living in a stressed-out world. 

Always 
Beginner’s Mind

San Francisco Zen 

Center at 50

The Novelist’s Path 

Kim Stanley Robinson, 

Susan Dunlap, Cary Groner

SHAMBHALA SUN
B U D D H I S M   C U LT U R E  M E D I TAT I O N  L I F E                                                                   S E P T E M B E R  2 0 1 2
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3 STEPS TO CREATIVE POWER  HOW TO LIVE IN OUR TOPSY-TURVY WORLD  NO-SELF 2.0

 Pema 
Chödrön

Feminine Principal
Women teachers 
changing Buddhism

ICU for the Soul
Pico Iyer on the healing 
power of retreat

Don’t Go There
A Jewish Buddhist in Germany
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A Greater Happiness
The compassionate life 
of the bodhisattva-warrior
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RAM DASS •  HOW TO PRACTICE MET TA •  ARE YOU TRULY L ISTENING? •  ANYEN RINPOCHE

Joyful Giving’Tis always the season
What Makes Us Free?Practical and profound guidance from 

Jack Kornfield & Joseph GoldsteinBe a Lamp Unto Yourself 
Unpacking the Buddha’s famous exhortation

Thich Nhat 
Hanh
Sit in on a transformational retreat—and exclusive interview—with this masterful teacher of Zen and mindfulness. 

ABOUT US
The Shambhala Sun is more than today’s most popular Buddhist-inspired magazine. Practical, 
accessible, and yet profound, it’s for people like you, who want to lead a more meaningful, 
caring, and awakened life.

From psychology, health, and relationships to the arts, media, and politics; we explore all the 
ways that Buddhist practice and insight benefit our lives. The intersection between Buddhism 
and culture today is rich and innovative. And it’s happening in the pages of the Shambhala Sun.

JOIN US ONLINE
ShambhalaSun.com | Facebook | Twitter

CLICK HERE
to subscribe and save 50% immediately.

http://shambhalasun.com
http://www.facebook.com/shambhala.sun.foundation?ref=ts
http://twitter.com/shambhalasun
https://subscribe.pcspublink.com/sub/subscribe.aspx?guid=4d0a967a-326b-4a25-b4c0-5040d5e3871f

