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I
s i t . And then I seek the rhythm of the bre a t h . An d
t h en I try not to see k . And then I try not to try.
And then I’m just like sitti n g. And then every-
thing is bo t h ering me: my back is stra i n ed by this,

you know, m aybe I should be in another ch a i r. I have
to scra tch ;i f I scra tch I wi ll prove mys el f as a we a k ,j ive
Bu d d h i s t , but if I don’t scra tch some wei rd toxin wi ll
t a ke hold of my nose and make me sick , I ’m su re of
t h a t , and I shouldn’t be thinking abo ut being a
Bu d d h i s t , I should just be a Bu d d h i s t , Zen and all that,
and I shouldn’t be thinking because thinking is the
delu s i on that makes the angst Buddhism is aga i n s t ,
but Buddhism isn’t against anything except . …

O K , I sit. Breathing happen s . And again the
breathing is happening. I sit. I give myself to breath-
ing, sitting, the silence that is sound, and the rhythm
of the body of breath. From this daily action I take my
identity as a Buddhist.

I am not meditating here. I want to have this con-
versation via word, paper, and language with you
about my sitting and my body, an African American
body, a body and consciousness taken by the causes of
social justice.I want you to know I am a jive Buddhist,
a simple lay Buddhist with no authority and mini-
mum training: three days at Zen Mountain Center in
Los Angeles (ironically during the summer of the
Rodney King riots), a few books, one graduate class,
no current sangha, and a few conversations seeking
the Dharma with some “h e av y wei gh t” Bu d d h i s t
teachers, monks,and friends.On the other hand,I sit
regularly. I hold a lifelong commitment to sitting
(including lapses) and I reflect daily on the Dharma.

I think the voice of the layperson is important:
how the Dharma is held and practiced with the
unschooled, how the Dharma evolves and travels
through the solitary practitioner, how it mutates and
spawns new meanings even at this far distance from
the originator and communities of authority. I am
saying this as way of apology to you: forgive my igno-
rance, forgive my misinterpretation of the teachings. I
hope these words are useful to you.

I will start with the bad news. Why I have no san-
gha has everything to do with my race, my style of
communication, and my social needs. In the depth of
vulnerability that sitting evokes in me, I am embar-
rassed and sad that I find it difficult to trust middle-
class white people (class is inextricably linked to race).

I can like them, enjoy their company, learn from
them, and teach them, but very rarely can I manifest
the relaxation necessary for spiritual growth in their
presence.I hate that this is true—is hate too strong an
emotion, even for a jive Buddhist? 

I believe that this inability to relax is rooted in two
causes. The first is my inability to fully recover from
the wounds inflicted upon myself and my family in
the name of middle- and upper-class white people.
For my failure in this realm, I reach into the Dharma,
into the breath,into the unity of emptiness, for relief
and acceptance. Some wounds are generational and
require more than one lifetime, more than one rung
on the family tree, to heal.

Secon d , t h ere is the talk in Buddhist groups dom i-
n a ted by middl e - class wh i te peop l e . I am perpetu a lly
a s ked to discuss the dynamics of race / c u l tu re / cl a s s ,
convers a ti ons that are paradox i c a lly nece s s a ry and
u n s et t l i n g. It makes me nervous to be asked to heal so
mu ch guilt, to be given so mu ch re s pon s i bi l i ty. It make s
me ti red to be asked to arti c u l a te the su btle (and of ten
su bconscious) dynamic of race and rac i s m . It re s tre s s e s
the first level of b a l a n ce given to me by my practi ce .

Rel a tive to wh i te middl e - class Am erican cultu re , or
Asian and Asian Am erican cultu re , I am loud. I we a r
bri ght co l ors and laugh up thro u gh my neck and
whole face . I talk with my hands and my hips. If I see
a fri end ac ross the room , I am likely to yell , “ Hey !
’ S’up? What it be like ? ” I love urb a n , So ut h ern Af ri c a n
Am erican vern acular so I use “a i n’t” and any new word
I have scro u n ged from my family, h i p - h op, ra p, or
s ome badly con ceived bo u gie* bl ack movie abo ut
advertising exec utives and law yers in doom ed love tri-
a n gles (I can on ly resist so mu ch pop cultu re ) . For
Asians and Asian Am eri c a n s , being bl ack is fine in that
t h ey ex pect me to be bl ack . For wh i te Am eri c a n s
( a ga i n , f rom the middle and upper cl a s s e s ) , bei n g
bl ack tri ggers (som etimes unconscious) fear and guilt.

Of course, there are other issues. I am recovering
from a chronic illness that limits my mobility a bit,
and I don’t really have the energy to seek a working-
class, people-of-color sangha.

Breathing Through History
A Dark Reflection on Zen

by Michelle T. Clinton

* Bougie (from “bourgeoisie”;the “g” is pronounced like the
“j” in the French word je) is an African American term
meant to critique the black middle-class lifestyle. Someone
who is “bougie” is materialistic, with some money. The
term is also associated with the word “uppity.”
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I don’t know you and I don’t know how you
understand your/our history. I do know that main-
stream secular American culture offers an immature
view of history created by distortion,amnesia, denial,
and no spiritual connection to the dead. Social justice
work, on the other hand, demands an open embrace
of the past. The question “How the hell did we get
here?” promises some part of the answer to the ques-
tion “What must we/I do to bring change and peace?”

Try to be me for a moment. Reflect on my sense of
this history of tragedy. I see family roots that go into
the North American earth—my family’s ancestry, as is
true for many African Americans, is mixed with the
ancestry of Native American people. I see a lot of
blood and illness. I remember the betrayed heart. In
the slave narratives, I hear the excruciating suffering
and humiliation of millions. And Africa, the massive
mother of all origin, beyond the water—I see her. I see
the hunt, the capture, the branding, and the rapes.

Imagine filling these horrors with your mother’s
sadness, your grandmother’s weeping, your great-
grandmother’s fear, your great-great-grandmother’s
terror. I understand these images of collective history
as embedded in and defining my small, singular con-
sciousness (but is any consciousness small or singu-
lar?). I understand these experiences as shaping the
very dynamic of my family, including some of our
contemporary dysfunction. It is quite a lot to bear.

And yet there is more. This grief expands because,
sadly, the details of suffering are not widely known.
There are insufficient museums,films, books,and rit-
uals to grieve those African and Native Americans
who suffered.

So, as I turn my mind’s eye toward the past, I feel
alone.I feel isolated by American history education. I
fear I am carrying this by myself. How I make peace
and move into the strength necessary to do social jus-
tice work has everything to do with Zen practice and
Buddhist sensibility.

To bear the meaning of h i s tory requ i res forti tu de .
Wi t h o ut the forti tu de of wi ll , m i n d , and body, on e
co llapses from despair or bu rn o ut wh en trying to
hold the ga ze of h i s tory. In my ex peri en ce of
Buddhist practi ce , everything even tu a lly rises to
con s c i o u s n e s s . In ti m e , a ll of your shit, a ll of yo u r
m em ori e s , t h o u gh t s , d re a m s , even a con n ecti on to
co ll ective con s c i o u s n e s s , rise to the vi deo screen of
your mind. Zen practi ce , s i t ting and bre a t h i n g
before the stream of h i s tory, builds strength into the
spine and breath that makes holding this difficult
ga ze po s s i bl e .

There are elements of the consciousness that are
resistant to will, reason, or knowledge. Even though I
know that Africa(ns) survived and Native American
culture persists, this knowledge offers little relief. My

thinking is drawn obsessively into images of tragedy.
The knowledge of survival has little or no impact on
my ability to create peace within my consciousness. It
is the practice of meditation, sitting, breathing that
alters the consciousness so that a different aspect of
reality can manifest.

New, balancing thoughts enter my thinking:along-
side the tragedies, there is endurance, survival, even
thriving. There is music, love, birth. There is the
planting of seeds; there is persistent creativity, the
invention of new ideas. There is community and
respect, there is vast spiritual energy. The shifting of
the quality of the mind created by Zen practice makes
the integration of this side of history possible.

This gaze into history can block our experience of
peace and joy. Social justice work requires regular
sources of peace and joy for renewal, for creativity, for
sheer endurance. Without happiness, without still-
ness, activists and cultural workers burn out fast and
retreat into a destructive cynicism.I retrieve much of
my ability to experience peace and joy from Buddhist
folklore and practice.

I remember the story of the mustard seed, a story
about the Buddha’s teachings on death. I am not sure
that the translation is correct and I don’t care.I forego
the academic rigors of exact teaching and receive the
luscious sweetness of community, family, friends. In
this story, a woman who was grieving the loss of her
child comes to the Buddha for help. He tells her to
return to him with a mustard seed from a household
that has not been touched by death. Of course, there
is no such household. The woman goes from home to
home, speaking of her tremendous loss. In her jour-
ney, she finds solace and comfort from others,and she
gives solace and comfort to others who have suffered
similar loss.

From this story, I receive another brilliant, loving
improvement on my historical framework: my people
are among All People who have suffered innumerable
oppressions and wars. To broaden one’s sense of his-
tory beyond the bl oodline into the human line
requires a wide view, a perspective of humanity that
includes and transcends clan identification.

This relieves me of the very limiting black-white
American dualism. I remember the presence and
importance of Asians/Asian Americans, Latina/os,
Jews, and many more. I remember those who are bi-
and polyracial and have deep connection to more
than one cultural identity. I think of all the cultures
and classes compressed into the word “white” and
how unfair and limiting that is to people who bear
that identification.

In this regrounding Buddhist practi ce , I can parti c-
i p a te in my simple humanness while holding the hars h
ga ze of h i s tory. In the cen ter of the ever- retu rn i n g
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bre a t h , I am able to rem em ber our many mis-uses of
power. In the simplicity of the mu s t a rd seed , I rem em-
ber we all face and know de a t h ,l i fe , and rebi rt h . In sit-
ti n g, I re a l i ze the abi l i ty to do the work to bring pe ace .

So I am a Buddhist. I sit.I breathe. When I am not
sitting, sometimes I try to work through the problems
of history and community. Folktales and teachings,
however sparse and naive, help bring buoyancy and
joy into my mind. From these thoughts and practices
I receive the energy and hope necessary to be respon-
sible as a cultural activist in our troubled world. For
this I am grateful. ❖

Michelle T. Clinton is a poet living in Richmond, California.
Good Sense & the Faithless, from West End Press, is her most
recent book of poetry. She is currently working on a book on
spiritual health for the chronically ill.


