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CTTB Hosts 15th Western Buddhist Monastic Gathering
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During the week of October 5-9, 2009, 38 Buddhist monks
and nuns from different traditions gathered at the City of Ten
Thousand Buddhas for the 15th annual Western Buddhist Monastic
Gathering. This gathering is an opportunity for Western monastics
to come together to share experiences and challenges, and to support
and learn from one another. It is a fruitful cross-fertilization among
Buddhist traditions from different parts of Asia which have now met
in the West.

The theme of this year’s conference was “Monasticism and the
Environment: Non-Greed, Gratitude, and Simplicity.” It featured Six
Councils, each beginning with a half hour presentation followed by
an hour of discussion. Three environmental films were also shown to
educate the Sangha on pressing contemporary issues and what other
religious groups are doing about them. In addition to a tour of CTTB,
participants also visited the nearby Abhayagiri Monastery, of the Thai
Theravada forest tradition, to learn about their green practices. We
were impressed to discover that through solar panels and micro hydro
power, they produce more electricity than they can use.
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The Three E’s — Economy, Energy, Environment

One of the films we watched was “The Crash Course” by Chris
Martenson. Martenson predicts that the next twenty years are
going to be completely unlike the last twenty years, and that it
is critical for everyone to understand the massive change that is
upon us.

The nature of this change relates to the three Es — the
Economy, Energy, and the Environment. The key factor is that
of exponential growth: “Oil consumption, the US money supply,
world population, worldwide water use, species extinction, and
other critical areas all follow an exponential curve in their growth,
and all have turned or will soon turn that critical corner.”

Looking at the big picture, “we see that a bursting housing
bubble is already happening just as the first wave of boomers
enters retirement. At the same time, peak oil demand will
outstrip supply, forcing an enormously expensive adjustment
even as unknowable costs associated with resource depletion
and a shifting climate lurk in the not-too-distant future. And
sitting over all of this, limiting our options, will be our national
failure to save and invest, and historically unprecedented levels of
debt. This timeline, stretching from now to 2020, reveals a truly
massive set of challenges, converging on an exceptionally short
window of time.”

“The Crash Course” gives a clear and urgent introduction to
the risks we face, urging us to reassess our lifestyles and world
views, and, in my opinion, making the monastic lifestyle and
mindset very relevant to the present time.

We also viewed the movie “Renewal”, which relates stories of
the emerging movement of religious environmentalism across
the United States. One such story exposed the practice of
“mountaintop removal mining” where the tops of mountains are
blasted off in order to extract coal for electricity. An evangelical
group in the eastern US called it the “rape of mother Earth” and
became a voice for Nature and for the poverty-stricken residents
affected by this invasive form of coal-mining.

Alternative Technologies

Ajahn Sona of Birken Forest Monastery in BC, Canada, gave the
first presentation on Alternative Technologies. His monastery is
completely off the grid and runs entirely on renewable energy
— especially solar, and he gave many practical tips about how to
“green” the monastery.

He shared the concept of the Negawatt, which means to focus
on reducing consumption or increasing efficiency at the same
time that one transitions to renewable energy. Most appliances
are built to waste electricity so it’s important to use the most
energy-efficient ones. When you rely entirely on solar power,
you become very mindful of how much power you use with each
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flick of the switch. After monitoring energy use, you can replace
energy-draining appliances with much more efficient ones.

Eliminating flush toilets, or changing to low-flush or dual-flush
toilets can also reduce electrical bill (since electricity is used to
pump water). He showed a beautiful cedar compost toilet which
is odorless and easy to use. A compost toilet is basically a toilet seat
with a box or pit under it, and sawdust or other natural materials
are sprinkled in with the excrement, and after a year, it all turns
into very fertile soil.

He talked about the “Triple S Club” — Simplicity, Sufficiency,
and Sustainability — and defined sustainability as not stealing from
the next generation, not consuming more than our rightful share.
He cited Freiburg, Germany, as the city of the future. Freiburg is
full of pedestrian (car-free) zones, bike routes and public transit
systems, and most homes are solar-powered.

How does this concern monks and monasteries? To solve the
energy and environmental crisis, people need to change their
lifestyles drastically, and the monastic lifestyle of renunciation
and simplicity offers a genuine model and inspiration.

Education in Sustainable Living

Heng Yin gave the second presentation, which focused on
education as related to monasticism and the environment.
Education can play a crucial role in inspiring more people to
adopt a more sustainable lifestyle which is needed to save the
planet. Such an education can best be provided by a school within
a community that upholds the values of non-greed, gratitude,
and simplicity — that is, a school within a monastery. Living
and studying in a monastery truly allows people to experience
an alternative lifestyle and to then change their own habits and
world views.

As part of the Bodhisattva Path, the Venerable Master Hua
created schools in an environment where young people can
transform their lives, supported and surrounded by monastic and
lay cultivators who serve as
role models. As part of the
presentation, an 11th grader
from  Developing Virtue
Secondary School shared her |_
personal experience being a i
boarding student and how
that hasaffected herviewsand *£5%
values. DM Sure explained
the Ven. Master’s mission in
establishing schools to teach £
filiality and service to the
greater community.
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Ecopsychology and Eco-Anxiety
The third presentation on “Working with Anxiety and the Threat to
Future Generations” was given by Tenzin Chogkyi, a Tibetan nun.
She talked about how many people in this age are overwhelmed by the
environmental crises and paralyzed by eco-anxiety. A new field called
ecopsychology has developed, based on the idea that there is a synergistic
relation between planetary and personal well being; that the needs of the
one are relevant to the other.

Eco-anxiety stems from a response to slow, chronic changes in
the environment; disconnection from nature; disconnection: from

community (as people spend more time sitting in front of computer and

TV); an external locus of control, which leads to the idea that “nothingl e

do matters”; disordered thoughts and worry (anxious people think HOR
helps); and media overload (negative news).
Conventional ecotherapy, with a Buddhist slant, encourages victims of

eco-anxiety to: get in touch with nature — be mindful of interdependence; = -
and know that what we do does make a difference for small actions.can =

lead to big results (law of cause and effect); be mindful of your feeling§

and transform anxiety into positive action; accept limits of What y
control; take actions, large and small; and get involved with- a group of

people for support.  $ To be continued




