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Stephanie Kaza

:HV cace” is a term often riddled with romantic idealization, pro-
jection, and doublespeak. Political agendas and moral values of
peacekeeping are not necessarily aligned in situations of conflict.
Contemporary Buddhist leaders describe peace as something you
do as spiritual practice. For Thich Nhat Hanh, each calm, mindful
breath or step can be a step generating peace and awareness. For
His Holiness the Dalai Lama, peace comes from the practice of
kindness and compassion. Buddhists who take up the bodhisattva
way are encouraged to practice equanimity or patience to sustain
peacekeeping in everyday life. One way to define peace, then, is the
cultivation, through practice, of a state of mind which can envision
and manifest peaceful relations with others. Internal and external peace
are seen as mutually regenerating and co-creative. Here in particu-
lar, I will look at cultivating peaceful relations with the natural world.

Peace can also be seen as the absence or at least minimization of
suffering. Though Buddhists recognize that suffering is inevitable
in human life, one can make an effort to reduce or eliminate some
forms of suffering. Buddhist philosophy and practice emphasize
the principle of nonharming or ahimsa. “Nonviolence,” as this is
sometimes translated, means more than the absence of violent acts
or thoughts. It means acting positively toward constructing peace.
The opening stanzas of the Dhammapada state, “For hate is not
conquered by hate: hate is conquered by love. This is a law eter-
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nal.”" Thai teacher Buddhadhasa suggests that peace means being
true friends to all beings and to one’s self. Thus peacckeeping, from
a Buddhist perspective, includes ending not only violence in hu-
man society, so widespread across the planet, but also violence to-
wards plants and animals, rivers and oceans.

Clearly there are ample opportunities for peacemaking in the
end-of-the-century escalation of the war against nature, what some
have called “World War Three.” A first step in keeping peace with
nature calls for contact with ecological suffering in the world today.
One must meet directly the ravaged land of industrial clearcuts, the
chemical soup of polluted waters, the sprawling megacities filled
with traffic and smog. In these places of life-threatening deteriora-
tion, peacemaking as a practice has real consequences for both hu-
man and nonhuman beings.

Reducing suffering can be a moral, political, spiritual, and prac-
tical peacemaking goal. One can begin by recognizing the suffering
caused by the Three Poisons—greed, hate, and ignorance-—in all
their many forms. Acknowledging cruelty in treatment of trees and
animals, for example, can awaken compassion and generate moti-
vation for policy changes and public education. Resisting consum-
erist lures can help manage the suffering of greed through simplify-
ing personal possessions. Combating the ignorance of stereotyping
can open up avenues for understanding, not only between social
groups but in relations with plants and animals. In most peace-
making dialogues, the primary parties are human beings. If we want
to reduce environmental suffering, those dialogues will need to rec-
ognize the nonhumans who have been harmed and propose appro-
priate peacemaking measures to redress this harm.

One way to begin this work is to look for examples in some of
the common realms of peacemaking action. I will organize my ideas
around a model that includes four phases of emotional and spiri-
tual work: 1) repentance, 2) resistance, 3) root cause analysis, and
4) rebuilding moral culture. This framework presents opportuni-
ties which can be taken up in pieces or as a whole, in whatever
order is appropriate for the situation at hand. Most examples will
reflect my tamiliarity with socially-engaged Buddhism, particularly
in the area of environmental work. Perhaps they can inspire similar
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actions elsewhere or provide springboards for creativity in moving
toward a peaceful and healthy environment, as well as society.

Repentance acts provide opportunities to recognize wrongdo-
ing in the past and present, with the hope of preventing similar
misdeeds in the future. With regard to the natural world, this may
mean expressing grief, remorse, or regret that people have done
such extensive and unthinking damage to other living beings. Re-
pentance also acknowledges human fallibility and the limits of hu-
man wisdom and understanding. Accepting these elements of the
human endeavor, one might choose to be more cautious regarding
the ecological impacts of human projects.

As part of her Deep Ecology work, scholar-activist Joanna Macy
has developed a number of workshop activities thar allow partici-
pants to express their difficult feelings regarding human impact on
other beings.” In the “Truth Mandala,” people come forth to speak
in witness to their concerns for the earth. A central circle is divided
into four quadrants representing fear, sorrow, anger, and depriva-
tion. The ritual or ceremony is a series of testimonies, made power-
ful by the cumulative weight of feelings in the group. In “The Coun-
cil of All Beings,” created with Australian rainforest activist John
Seed, people allow themselves to be called by another life form to
speak on its behalf at the Council. Using masks to indicate the
other voice, the plant and animal representatives share their cur-
rent ecological troubles with each other. They then invite several
humans into the center of the circle to call humans to account for
their actions. In the last round, the life forms offer their unique
powers to the humans to help them see how to heal the damage
they have caused to the planet.

Rochester Zen Center and affiliates hold regular repentance cer-
emonies as part of the yearly ritual cycle. In 1992, the Vermont
Zen Center hosted the annual Buddhist Peace Fellowship (BPF)
meeting over the Columbus Day holiday in October. Thar year
marked the 500th anniversary of the “discovery” of America, an
event seen as misnamed and culturally destructive from the per-
spective of indigenous peoples. BPF members participated in a Zen
repentance ceremony adapted for the occasion to address the ten-
sions of colonizer and colonized. Sitting in zazen, they passed the
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incense bowl around and spoke their regrets and remorse quietly,
honoring “all our ancient twisted karma/ from beginningless greed,
hate, and delusion.” The simple but formal ceremony allowed people
to be present with the power of this complex karma and its far-
reaching cffects.

Resistance, or holding actions, call attention to suffering, often
with a forceful message of “STOPR” “no more,” “this is not okay.”
They aim to stop or reduce destructive activity, buying time for
more effective long-term strategies. Protests of various scales help
to define the dimensions of whar is morally acceptable to the con-
cerned public. Such actions open up dialogue and bring issues to
the community for reflection. As people stand together to express
concern, they act in solidarity, finding a common base for correct-
ing injustice and improving ecological relations.

In Thailand, Buddhist monks have gained international recogni-
tion for galvanizing local people to address environmental violence
in their villages. Two of the most effective methods have been tree
ordination ceremonies and peace witness walks.’ The tree ceremo-
nies grew out of the frustration of village monks with the national
plundering of local forests. Villagers were suffering loss of food,
firewood, and homes. In response, forest monks took traditional
orange monks robes and wrapped them around senior trees in the
forest in a formal ordination ceremony. This designated the largest
local trees as “priests” and protectors of the forest, sending a strong
moral message to those who would cut them down. Others known
as “development monks” have led environmental pilgrimages around
polluted lakes, inviting local people to walk with them in solidarity
as witnesses to unsafe water and unplanned urban growth. A group
of peacemaking monks who call themselves “Dhammayatria” are
continuing to organize more such walks across Thailand as impor-
tant rounds of moral resistance to excessive suffering.

In the United States, Buddhist activists have joined resistance
efforts for forest protection and nuclear arms reduction. A small
group who call themselves “ecosattvas” were impelled to protest the
logging of old growth redwood groves in northern California. Draw-
ing on local support from the Humboldt County eco-sangha and
national support from the Buddhist Peace Fellowship, they led
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people in creating a large prayer flag covered with human hand-
prints of mud. This served as visual testimony of solidarity for all
who participated in Headwarters forest actions. The next year, sev-
eral ecosattvas made a pilgrimage into the heart of the Headwaters,
carrying a Tibetan treasure vase. Activists had taken the vase to San
Francisco Area sangha meetings and invited people to offer gifts
and prayers on behalf of the redwoods. The vase was ceremonially
buried beneath one of the giants to strengthen spiritual protection
for the trees.*

American Buddhists have also joined in resistance efforts against
nuclear weapons and below-ground nuclear waste storage. At the
Nevada Test Site near Las Vegas, Buddhists from the Buddhist Peace
Fellowship offered an adaptation of a Buddhas birthday ceremony
as support for those planning to commit civil disobedience and
step across federal lines. Under Joanna Macy’s leadership, a study
group met for several years, taking the position that nuclear waste
was safer above ground where it could be monitored. Using imagi-
nation combined with careful investigation, they developed an al-
ternate vision of nuclear guardianship based in Buddhist spiritual
practices.” Around the same time, Japan had arranged for several
shipments of plutonium to be reprocessed in France and then
shipped back to Japan. Zen student and artist Mayumi Oda helped
to organize resistance to stop these shipments of deadly nuclear
marterial. One ship was temporarily stopped, and although ship-
ments resumed, the actions raised awareness in Japan and the United
States, affecting Japanese government policies.

Root cause analysis applies peacekeeping methods to the struc-
tural origins of suffering. In-depth examination is necessary to
address the entrenched patterns of systemic violence. Much suffer-
ing results from business policies or cultural customs that rational-
ize environmental destruction. A subgroup of the International Net-
work of Engaged Buddhists and the Buddhist Peace Fellowship who
call themselves the “Think Sangha” is engaged in just such struc-
tural analysis of global consumerism. Collaborating between the
United States and Southeast Asia, they have held on-line and on-
site conferences targeting “Alternatives to Consumerism.” Through
global trade analysis and review of economic policies, they show
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how Western-style consumerism is taking its toll on local culture.®
Thai activist Sulak Sivaraksa points out the moral problems of neo-
colonialist expansionism in “Think Big” development approaches.”
Santikaro Bhikkhu shows how greed, hate, and ignorance take on
structural form in leading social institutions. For example, rational-
ized hate or aggression is central to the military; rapacious greed for
natural resources is standard in many economic structures.®

American scholars have also prepared structural analyses using
Buddhist principles to shed light on environmental violence and
press for better human-nature relations. Rita Gross, Buddhist femi-
nist scholar, has laid out a Buddhist framework considering the
impact of pronatalist values and policies on global population is-
sues.” Process theologian and meditator Jay McDaniel has devel-
oped spiritual arguments for compassionate treatment of animals
as a fundamental human responsibility."” Buddhist scholar Ken-
neth Kraft discusses the eco-karma and eco-koans of nuclear waste
and the challenges activists face in undertaking socially engaged
practice.'" Sociologist Bill Devall has integrated Buddhist principles
with Arne Naess’s Deep Ecology philosophy, urging simplification
of needs and wants."”

Reclaiming moral culture is the social transformational work
critical to accomplishing systemic change from the ground up. This
work lics in the arenas of family, home, school, and community,
where moral values have traditionally been cultivated. With esca-
lating fragmentation of landscapes and attention spans, moral re-
flection has raken a backseat to consumerism. Long-term peace-
keeping depends on reversing such decline by cultivating moral re-
sponsiveness to other beings and to the life of Earth itself.

The practice of ahimsa or nonharming lies at the foundation of
peacekeeping practice aimed at reducing environmental suffering.
All the Buddhist precepts are based fundamentally on nonharming
of self and others. Practicing the first precept, “not killing,” raises
moral dilemmas around food, land use, pesticides, pollution, and
cultural economic invasion. The second precept, “not stealing,” raises
questions about global trade and corporate exploitation of resources.
“Not lying” brings up issues in advertising and consumerism that
promote exploitive cultural values. “Not engaging in abusive rela-
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tions” points to a broad realm of cruelty and disrespect for nonhu-
man others. “Not using drugs and alcohol” can be interpreted
broadly to include the toxic applications of insecticides and herbi-
cides.'? Practicing restraint and nonharming directly reduce suffer-
ing in the context of rapidly deteriorating global ecosystems, load-
ing the odds for more peaceful relations with nature.

For many students, environmental awareness and personal
lifestyle change flow naturally from a Buddhist practice commit-
ment. Many people are turning to vegetarianism and veganism as
compassionate food choices for animals and ecosystems. Others are
committed to eating only organically grown food in order to sup-
port pesticide-free soil and healthy farming. Thich Nhat Hanh has
strongly encouraged students to examine consumption habits, not
only around food and alcohol, but also television, music, books, and
magazines." Buddhist values of restraint and simplicity are cel-
ebrated in “International Buy Nothing Day,” a moral protest event
targeted for the busiest shopping day right after Thanksgiving.

Practicing moral relations in community is perhaps the most
demanding challenge of the Three Refuges. In a speedy, product-
driven society, most students are drawn to the calming effects of
meditation practice and the personal depth of student-teacher rela-
tionships. From a green Buddhist perspective, sangha work means
not only the challenges of personal and institutional relations, but
also creating sustainable ecological relations. Because of the scope
of environmental deterioration, reparations work can only be effec-
tive done in collaboration or community. Working together for
mutual support can not only prevent activist burnout but offer the
opportunity to develop kalyana mitta, or spiritual friendship.

Retreat centers act as focal points for transmitting Buddhist val-
ues to committed Buddhist practitioners and the visiting public.
To the extent that practice places reinforce ecological caretaking
with spiritual principles, they provide a cultural model for moral
commitment to the environment. For example, Green Gulch Zen
Center in northern California demonstrates institutional responsi-
bility for the environment through its food practices, waste recy-
cling, and water use. By cooking vegetarian, it withdraws support
from the inhumane institutional practices associated with factory
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animal farming and animal slaughter. It also avoids contributing to
the accelerated clearing of global rainforests for cattle pasture and
beef imports. Food served at Green Gulch includes as much in-
season produce as possible from the organic farm. Food waste goes
into large compost piles adjacent to the farm and garden. Water
for human use and farming is drawn from local sources and man-
aged according to the year’s rainfall. Printed materials such as the
introductory booklet on Green Gulch environmental practices help
educate visitors about these institutional commitments.

Zen poet and ecophilosopher Gary Snyder brings his sangha work
home through the framework of bioregional thinking and organiz-
ing. His basis for this is more than moral and ecological; it is aes-
thetic, economic, and practice-based. From his perspective, the
bioregional community “does not end at the human boundaries;
we are in a community with certain trees, plants, birds, animals.”"
He encourages others to take up the practice of “reinhabitation,”
learning to live on the land with the same respect and understand-
ing as the original indigenous people. Snyder has been a leader in
establishing the Yuba River Institute, a bioregional watershed orga-
nization working in cooperation with the Bureau of Land Manage-
ment. They have done ground survey work, controlled burns, and
creek restoration projects engaging the local community in the pro-
cess. “To restore the land one must live and work in a place. To
work in a place is to work with others. People who work together in
a place become a community, and a community, in time, grows a
culture.”'® Snyder models the level of commitment necessary to
reinhabit a place and build community culture that might eventu-
ally span generations.

These four arenas of peacemaking—repentance, resistance, root
cause analysis, and rebuilding moral culture—offer strong poten-
tial for rebuilding damaged relations with the natural world. The
list of environmental war zones has been well documented; the lita-
nies of loss are well known to people of many regions. A peacemak-
ing commitment for a healthy world now must include restoration
of moral relations with nonhuman beings. Working together, Bud-
dhists and non-Buddhists can find ways to help each other in un-
dertaking this important and life-sustaining work. May this work
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help reduce the suffering of plant and animal beings caught in the
web of human activity and may it bring awakening to those who
follow the peacemaking path.
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