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From Your Letters

FEATURED LETTER

Power of 
Mindfulness

Shawn Putansu
Chowchilla, Calif.

C oming to this place 
on the journey has 
not been easy. There 

have been many highs and 
lows along the way. For once, I 
am able to sit down and share 
my thoughts on the power of 
mindfulness. I spent many 
years in the world of mind-
lessness, but today that is no 
longer my reality. Today I am 
tasting the beauty of the here 
and now.

Please allow me to share 
some of my journey with you. 

For many years I was blind-
ed by my addictions; drugs, 
alcohol, food, money, women, 
you name it and I wanted it. 
Lots of it. I spent a long time 
believing that if a little was 
good then, of course, more 
must be better. This attitude 
brought a lot of pain and sor-
row to everyone that came into 
contact with me. I dropped out 
of high school, I couldn’t keep 
a job, and I was a convicted 
felon by the age of 18. 

Along the way there were 
many sign posts telling me that 
I was going the wrong way, 
but I chose not to heed their 
warnings, always insisting that 
I knew what was best for my 
life. Drugs, booze and crime 
would rule my world forever, 
or so I thought.

It has been a while since I have 
written, despite having received 
your newsletter for many years. I just 
want to say thank you so much. I miss 
Anna Cox’s reflections on the Dham-
mapada (I still have my copy you 
sent - oh 7-8 years ago), but I know 
all things must change. Please let her 
know she is in many of our thoughts 
and prayers. Keep up the good work!

JAMES E. 
New Boston, Texas 

Growing up I thought options 
were limited for me to choose 
from. I was raised in a low income 
area, section-eight house by a single 
mother with little parenting skills. She 
was learning about life at a young age, 
trying to figure out how to survive on 
her own. I did not make matters eas-
ier for her because life can be confus-
ing with no compass to go off of. As 
I grow older, I realize how ignorant I 
was to the choices I made. I wanted 
the “good things” in life because I 
saw how most of my friends had the 
latest styles. Since my mom couldn’t 

provide much, I began to steal at the 
age of thirteen. Choices became more 
lax, the faster I came up on things, the 
more I wanted. What was fun for me 
cost me ¼ of my life. 

Do I sit here and complain? No! 
Because I knew right from wrong! 
There’s a saying that goes, “For every 
obstacle there is a solution.” Even 
though I minimized my options with 
a single action, I now know I can 
open up my opportunities with a 
single reaction by thinking positive! I 
spend my time studying and learning 
new things about the world and art. 
It is fascinating to explore unlimit-
ed choices. I can imagine freedom 
being choices not options! Looking 
back I did not think things through. 
It’s a regret to spend time imagining 
and exploring history only in T.V. 
and books when one could use the 
imagination to figure out to travel off 
and adventure the world to make his-
tory, see new things, and experience 
different cultures. It’s never too late 

See Letters on Page 8 See Mindful on Page 12

Early morning dew upon the grass, 
the sun peeks through my window
Poem by BRANDON W. | Pine Bluff, Arkansas
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By ALBERT SOTO

O ver the course of years, I have begun to see 
trends in what ails folks. Very often, some of 
the concerns tend to be related to issues of 
self-worth (“Am I good enough?”), rela-

tionships (“Do others think I’m good enough?”), and, of 
course, sharing details about one’s past or inner life with 
others (“If I share this, then people will really know I’m 
not good enough”).

At times, it seems that issues of self-worth and com-
bating negative self-evaluations are so common that I 
started to wonder to what extent this way of being is 
people’s natural state of mind. When clients bring up 
concerns such as these, I will inevitably ask them wheth-
er they are experiencing guilt or shame. This question 
is typically met with a puzzled look. After all, is there a 
difference between guilt and shame? If so, does it matter?

Emotions are most often given value by people based 
off of the circumstances around the emotion (bigger mo-

ments are usually labeled more signifi-
cant) or whether the emotion is “posi-
tive” or “negative.” Positive emotions are 
typically emotions such as happiness, 
joy, or even reactions to life pleasures 
(anything from a cup of coffee to sex).

Negative emotions are those that 
make us feel bad or ones that we typical-
ly prefer to avoid, such as sadness, guilt, 
shame, and anxiety. When emotions are 
lumped into either positive or negative, 
we usually push toward giving more 
meaning and purpose to positive emo-
tions; however, just as positive emotions 
can teach us about ourselves and the 
things that light up our lives, negative 
emotions can also provide insight into 
what is going on for us emotionally.

Guilt and shame differ in both how 
they feel and how they impact a person. 
Guilt feels like tension. It’s an uncom-
fortable feeling that can bring about 
thoughts of wanting to fix what went 
wrong and it can also bring up sadness 
about what was done. The focus of guilt 
is on what was done and it can help us 
understand how we have harmed our-
selves, others, or our social networks. It 

On the Psychology of

SHAME & GUILT  

See Shame on Page 6“Kiss of a Rose” by SCOTT ARENDS
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Reprinted from Issue #120

S elf is a miraculous idea cre-
ated by our concepts but in 
essence, empty of existence 
beyond our own mind. We 

create a package of physical body 
and a psychological belief in an “I”, 
held in a subtle energy system of life 
force, all offering the opportunity for 
vast sacredness to be recognized by 
awareness. This experience of subtle 
energy states is perceived by few and 
even more rare, is the realization of 
true and sacred essence. Those beings 
of true realization can be our guides 
but we each have the capacity to know 
this inner essence, often called our 
inner Buddha nature. The work is 

within us and can only be done by us 
primarily through much meditation. 

• • •

To travel this path, our body, psy-
che, and concepts of ego self can also 
be our teachers and guides. Life cir-
cumstances are our perfect classroom 
assignments designed karmically for 
us in wisdom to grow our natural and 
true awareness. On this journey, we 
have the task to try to keep our bodies 
healthy, heal our psychological obsta-
cles, and to embrace life experiences 
as the teachings we need in order to 
eventually know our true and pure es-
sence. And throughout, our guidance 
is meditation where we delve deeply 

into awareness of each life challenge 
and joy, each emotion, each bodily 
sensation, each attachment to and of 
self. 

Healing Self of its Obstacles
It is helpful not to have to deal with 

too much physical and psychological 
imbalance or illness as we begin to 
travel a spiritual path because such 
obstacles can divert us before we are 
strong enough to use them as learning 
experiences. For example, a migraine 
headache could, for an advanced 
practitioner, be a meditation catalyst to 
practice resting in equanimity without 
distraction. But for most of us, to med-

m e d i t a t i o n s

See Meditations on Page 10

“Prisoner in Bed” by GLEN STRICKLAND
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By Lindsey Soto

Lindsey Soto is a writer, editor and 
meditation instructor. In this series 
on Engaged Buddhism, she speaks 
with individuals about how to put the 
teachings of the Buddha into practice 
in daily life. This issue, Marcia Zamora 
shares her thoughts on how meditation 
and the teachings of Engaged Bud-
dhism have taught her to be responsive 
to stress instead of reactive. 

Inner peace, regardless of circum-
stances, is an essential component of 
health, compassion and well-being. 
This state of being can naturally be fa-
cilitated when in a peaceful environ-
ment. Holding on to that tranquility 
in a war zone, on the other hand, can 
be quite a challenge. 

Challenges are, however, opportu-
nities for immense growth. The prac-
tice of Engaged Buddhism was born 
during the Vietnam War, when Thich 
Nhat Hanh (known to his followers 
as Thay) encouraged his followers to 
apply the principles of Buddhism in 
service to those who were suffering 
around them. 

Marcia Zamora, a retired registered 
nurse and Buddhist in the mindful-
ness tradition of Thich Nhat Hanh, 
was inspired by his writings in the 
1980s while she was involved with the 
activist group Arkansas Peace Center 
(APC). While the war that sparked 
Engaged Buddhism had officially 
ended, another conflict captured her 
attention. 

“My interest in what was happening 
in Nicaragua began by learning about 
what was going on there not just from 
newspapers and mainstream media, 
but by people who had actually lived 
there and had knowledge of what was 
going on in politics and life,” Zamora 
said. “It opened a new window.” 

Several members of APC had spent 
time in Nicaragua or on its border as 
part of a multi-faith effort to foster di-
alogue through an organization called 
Witness for Peace. Upon returning, 
one member of the group, Bob Bland, 
wanted to do more.

“He was moved by the level of 
malnutrition and disease, especially 
in children, and by how much of it 
was related to water-borne illness,” 
Zamora said. “He was an engineer 
and asked, ‘What can I do about this 
from an engineering perspective?’ 
He designed a portable water system 
using technology appropriate for a 
community within the mountainous 
war zone of Nicaragua.”

Upon hearing about his efforts and 
organization, Bridge of Peace, Zamo-
ra decided to be of service as well by 
using her background in healthcare. 
She ended up staying in Nicaragua for 
nine years.

“I wish I had known more about 
Buddhism when I was back in Nica-
ragua. It may have allowed me to be 
there in a different kind of way,” she 
reflects many years later.

Zamora stresses that while knowl-
edge of Buddhism is helpful, practice 
is the key component to reaping its 

benefits. While she had read some of 
Thay’s work prior to her trip, she had 
not yet had the opportunity to fully 
apply what she had read about. 

“I hadn’t done the work – and it’s 
work. It’s a path,” she said. “I hadn’t 
internalized his teachings. Meditation 
is the key and I hadn’t done that piece. 
Without it, your understanding is lim-
ited. My skillfulness at being compas-
sionate and showing loving kindness 
were not what they could have been 
because I had not had the opportunity 
to develop that mindfulness.”

Fortunately, it is simple to start. 
“All you need is yourself and a 

place to be quiet. You may not have a 
‘quiet place,’ but a place that you can 
just sit and allow yourself to be aware, 
to focus on breathing and allow what-
ever comes up to come up, knowing 
that a lot of things will come up be-
cause that’s what our mind does,” she 
said. “But they don’t stay. They pass 
like clouds in the sky or waves in the 
ocean.”

Zamora recalled a particularly im-
pactful experience in Nicaragua that 
has given her insight into the impor-
tance of truly engaging in a medita-
tion practice. A boy around 10 or 11 
was living with her and the recent U.S. 
invasion of Panama had created fear 
concerning whether Nicaragua would 
be next.

“I thought that I was a pacifist, 
through and through, period,” she 
recalled. “But I learned that I wasn’t. 

Engaged Buddhism:

R e s p o n d i n g  r a t h e r  t h a n  re a c t i n g

See Zamora on Page 11
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is difficult to change if we don’t know 
what we actually did that negatively 
impacted others. Guilt is the emotion 
that helps us develop this connection.

Shame, on the other hand, feels like 
your heart has sunk into your chest. It 
is often much more than an uncom-
fortable feeling, it is an unbearable 
emotion to feel. The focus here is on 
the self (“I am bad” rather than “I did 
something bad”). Shame becomes like 
glue, making it difficult for us to move 
on and make amends for what was 
done. Shame can also paralyze us and 
make us react negatively. Often, peo-
ple can become so attached to the idea 
that they are bad that it can become 
an explanation for other harmful 
behavior, sort of like a self-fulfilling 
prophecy. As you can see, guilt offers 
opportunity whereas shame offers a 
sort of stuckness.

From a Buddhist perspective, 
one might say that shame reflects 
attachment; here the attachment is 
to a negative emotion. Rather than 
being an uncomfortable feeling that 
goes away, shame sticks around and 
slowly gnaws at the person, resulting 
in a sense that something is wrong 
with them at a very core level. Guilt 
is temporary and provides opportu-
nity to grow. One can say, “I did that 
bad thing.” With shame, on the other 
hand, one is more likely to say, “I am 
bad, that’s why I did that bad thing.”

Changing who we are requires 
gaining an understanding of hab-
its that interfere with our lives in a 
negative manner. The less attached 
we become to staying with emotions, 
the more we can see them as being 
something that typically passes and 
can provide us with knowledge about 
ourselves, others, and our environ-
ment.

Emotions can be messy, but it 
is when we get stuck in the glue of 
negative emotions such as shame that 

it becomes difficult to grow or change. 
Guilt is a normal and temporary emo-
tion that helps us understand the ways 
in which we’ve hurt others, ourselves, 
or our surrounding environment. 
Shame, on the other hand, paralyzes 
us and leads to the false belief that we 
are bad or that we cannot change.

So we must return to the question 
of if it matters whether there is a 
difference between shame and guilt. 
I believe it is crucial to our growth 
to know this difference and be able 
to identify when we are experiencing 
each of these two emotions.

Consider this example. If a child 
were to mostly experience shame and 
begin to believe that they are bad, 
how would that impact their growth? 
In our lives, we’ve experienced so 
many interactions and messages that 
have caused us to internalize feelings 
of shame. There are many ways to 
begin to work through emotional 
reactions related to shame. Being 
able to identify when we are experi-
encing shame is one of the best ways 
we can begin to free ourselves from 
how it has held us back. In addition, 
many spiritual practices help reduce 
the negative feelings that come with 
shame, such as practicing compassion 

toward others, self-compassion, and 
finding meaning.

In our lives, we have all had in-
stances where we have caused harm 
or pain to people, including causing 
damage to ourselves. While it is im-
portant that we make amends for our 
actions and accept responsibility, we 
are so much more than the things that 
we have done. Whether through the 
lens of psychology or spirituality, it is 
firmly believed by many that people 
are, at their core, capable of change 
and positivity. For Buddhists, this 
is finding one’s Buddha Nature. For 
many psychologists, this is referred to 
as self-actualization.

Shame is one of the many psycho-
logical barriers that we encounter on 
this path toward our inner goodness. 
Our actions can be labeled as good or 
bad, yet who we are and our sense of 
identity is much more complicated. We 
all deserve compassion, love, peace, 
and forgiveness. This is difficult to 
achieve psychologically if we hold on 
to the idea that “I am bad.” Therefore, I 
encourage you to examine the distinc-
tion between shame and guilt, as well 
as examine the ways in which shame 
has been a barrier from achieving your 
inner sense of who you truly are.

Shame 
Continued from Page 3

Changing who we are requires gaining 
an understanding of habits that 
interfere with our lives in a negative 
manner. The less attached we become 
to staying with emotions, the more we 
can see them as being something that 
typically passes and can provide us with 
knowledge about ourselves, others, and 
our environment.
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Art by MICHAEL VALENCIA MILAN

“Sky” 
By CHAD S. 
Monroe, La.

Dusk sky flecked with cotton candy
fluffy cumulus treats both white and pink

brush strokes on an indigo canvas
Deep purple to magenta as the summer sun sets

on my sulking soul.
The hot humid air envelopes all

Caught in it’s sultry embrace
Seductively seducing all stillness to stir

Awakened? Mistaken!
How did “I” arrive in this perilous

plot line?
The only true prison is the one in “your” mind

Solace “I” seek
This is no path for the weak
Breathe slow Breathe deep

Awaken from sleep
Looking up, not a cloud in the sky

No sunset nothing awry
Looking before but never did see
That beautiful sky, well, that’s Me

Reader Poem



but for now it is a goal to survive my 
incarceration. 

It is a blessing to have someone 
who cares for you because for as long 
as I’ve been down, the only ones that 
have shown me love are those who 
I did wrong — my family. Without 
judgment they have supported me 
through the hardships. Of all the mis-
takes I’ve made, the biggest one was 
limiting myself of my choices, believ-
ing I had few options. If anything to 
be taken from me is this, I’ve learned 
the options given from any circum-
stance aren’t the choices we only have 
to take. Our choice our free will to 
choose to stand for what one believes 
is right and worth risking and taking 

because at the front of the forked road 
to the end we create our own destinies 
by the will of our mind to choose!

PEDRO P.
Represa, Calif.

Greetings my mother and friend. 
I hope you are well and okay. It’s 
been awhile since I have written. So 
I’m writing to update you on me, 
myself, and I. I finally made it to the 
last ride. I am here until I get out or 
die. My kidneys went out and I am on 
the machine now 3 times a week. This 
is a nice clean unit. I’m well taken 
care of here. It is 40 minutes from my 
family, they are real happy that I am 
here. They don’t have to make that 
long drive.

Anna, this has been a ride for me. 
22 years too long and I’m real tired 

now. I have put up the fight long 
enough now. Most all of my friends 
have passed away in here and outside. 
I know my time is coming fast and 
I’m getting everything ready for my 
family so they won’t have a lot to do. 
I just wanted to tell you that I really 
love you. You have been great to all of 
us. I hope I see you in the next life. I 
still talk with Omar, I keep his name 
in the mix. Allah has really blessed me 
with my family. They have rode every 
step of the way with me and I thank 
Allah for that. I have a wonderful 
family. My sister has your picture in a 
frame for me on her table, she knows 
how much I love you. The very first 
day I met you I said to myself, “This 
is a true friend.” I thank you for being 
that for all of us. 

A FRIEND IN ARKANSAS
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Letters 
Continued from Page 2

In Response to Previous Issues

In response to issue 225-226
M.E. in TX (p. 14) — There is no anger. Anger is an illusion. There is only our impeccability, the impeccability 

of freedom from all illusions. The essential prerequisite of all seekers is to live as impeccably as can be willed to live, 
here and now, absent all illusions, with a focus on a distant parole, which is yet another illusion of the world. By 
our impeccability we are freer than parole could ever make us. 

BHAKTIN E.
Calif.

In response to issue 225-226
Dying is not death. It is not the end. To die is to awaken from the limitations of an ego identity, therefore, the best 

death that can be had is the one that occurs while yet alive. To truly “die” is to allow the idea of separation to fall away. 
No good, no bad, no you, no me, no pain. Joy is a symptom of psyche while bliss is a product of Divine Self. Bliss 
devolves from equality consciousness. Pleasure and pain are not two, but one, coexisting in a harmony that is exqui-
site. Pain is God’s gift to you. Pleasure is God’s gift to you. Suffering comes when the decision is made to prefer one, 
while rejecting the other, this gives you the three poisons. All things are One. You and I share the same breath. We are 
comprised of the same light. I am you and you are me. To know this is to die while yet alive. So’ham.

DAVID NEFF 
Canon City, Colo.
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Reader Poem

“There Are No Prisons“
By BHAKTIN E.

Delano, Calif.

Dawn breaks stealthily outside my narrow vertical window
a dark turquoise betraying light; towards the horizon
Redundant orange prison lights sweep across the landscape
like luminous pearls cast asunder,
give the impression of a grandeur city;
Razor wire atop chain link fences and concrete walls,
and haunting abandoned guard towers-
down sourced by electric fences-
remind me it is not!
Even in my fourth decade,
The image resonates throughout my hard won inner equilibrium
with an underlying ugliness, a memory.
On cue, a bird flies overhead,
flapping, sailing majestically toward the horizon of light,
symbolic of my soul,
reminding me that I have ultimately overcome,
that I have escaped - myself.
The lights, the razors, the towers, were once me:
my eyes, my claws, my stature.
I was in a prison of the self,
my old habits betraying me, wedding me to misery,
my eyes refusing to see,
my claws clinging, refusing to let go of the old me.
But behind my soul,
the subject of fate, it’s amusement,
speaking the language of majestic flight, congratulatory
that I have prevailed over the most persistent foe:
that I have conquered me!
That there are no outer prisons,
only inner ones.
That all prisons are illusions.
That we can conquer the self, set ourselves free.
That we can soar forever and ever over the horizon,
if we so desire.
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itate with a migraine headache is too 
much of a challenge and we give up. 
Remember, a meditation session has 
no “goal” to be good or bad, and we 
just rest in what is. But too much pain 
may be beyond our capacity to merely 
rest in it. Just sitting down to meditate 
is often hard even when we feel great. 
So, we can’t rush anything and there is 
value in focusing on trying to help our 
body be comfortable. If possible, we 
want to heal that migraine headache 
so our body is under less stress. There 
is also value in hopefully living a long 
and healthy life, and if that migraine is 
a blood vessel threatening an aneu-
rysm, we want to catch that early and 
do whatever is possible so that we 
maintain healthy brain function that 
is crucial on our precious spiritual life 
journey. So let’s look a little bit this 
month at healing Self in meditations 
so that there is someone with suffi-
cient focus and awareness to make the 
journey.

 
Be Here Now

By being fully present, we can 
notice when we are out of balance. To 
bring balance to our body, heart and 
mind, it is beneficial to notice im-
balance early. If we notice imbalance 
early, we can often simply take a few 
deep breaths, relax our body, discon-
nect from our distressed thoughts and 
find harmony again. That is, if it is 
not a deep-seated imbalance. Be Here 
Now is a great thing to say to our self 
throughout the day as a meditation to 
let go of everything else and be with 
All That Is. Awareness of Now is our 
key. Delve deeply. This is our medi-
tation 24/7 and maybe for the rest of 
our life. 

Develop an Inner Observer
To develop mindfulness and equa-

nimity is very important so that we 

do not need a sledgehammer to bring 
imbalance to our attention. There are 
many meditation tools to develop an 
inner observer. The inner observer 
notices and then kindly helps us to 
emotionally re-balance or regu-
late ourselves. When attentive, this 
observer can say STOP before we do 
something to throw us out of balance. 
If we are about to pick up a candy 
bar full of sugar, or a strong alcoholic 
drink, inner observer says STOP with 
the same alarm as if you were about 
to drink a bottle of poison. If we are 
about to do a very self-destructive or 
other-destructive act, inner observer 
is there to yell STOP just as if we were 
about to step onto a land mine. For 
most of us, this caring, self-protective 
inner observer is yelling him/herself 
hoarse but there is so much distrac-
tion going on with intellectual chatter, 

we aren’t listening. Many medita-
tion techniques quiet the chatter 
and strengthen our ability to hear 
our inner observer so that we take 
those healthy and balancing actions. 
Chronic imbalance can eventually 
lead to illness and disease, so in this 
way, our inner observer can also both 
prevent and help heal illness. As inner 
observer becomes better able to bring 
about balance and equanimity, it can 
step back a little. Then we need only to 
rest effortlessly in NOW, with mini-
mal stirrings or distractions, and with 
heightened clarity and awareness. 

NOW reveals the subtle natural 
state of all that is. We know Self and 
Now as empty of all that we had 
always imagined it to be. Now is only 
natural, radiant light, clarity and great 
compassion for all that is.

Meditations 
Continued from Page 4

Art by SAMUEL MORENO JESSUP

Remember, a meditation session has no 
“goal” to be good or bad, and we just 
rest in what is.
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I realized that if American soldiers 
came to my community with guns 
and were going to hurt this boy that 
was living with me, I would be willing 
to pick up a gun.”

She brings up a teaching of Thay, 
explaining that there is a seed of anger 
and a seed of violence in all of us. “It 
is so painfully true,” she said. She in-
dicated that had she been more active 
in applying her understanding of En-
gaged Buddhism through meditation, 
she would have been able to respond 
mindfully instead of reacting fearfully.

“Meditation teaches us to allow 
things to be as they are and gives us 
some space and openness, awareness, 
so that we can be more responsive 
rather than reactive to things, which 
gives us more control over any 

situation,” she said. “We choose our 
responses rather than reacting with-
out thinking or feeling. Outcomes are 
generally more beneficial to ourselves 
as well as whoever else is involved.”

Having lived in an extreme en-
vironment has allowed Zamora to 
develop a deeper perspective on how 
to apply Buddhist concepts and the 
practice of meditation to challenges 
regardless of where she is.

“I lived and worked in a war zone,” 
she said. “I wasn’t always skillful in 
how I dealt with that stress. I could 
become very fearful, I could become 
judgmental and impatient. If I had a 
meditation practice, I could have been 
more skillful in the way that I dealt 
with the challenges that were there.”

Now, she makes different choices in 
approaching stress and conflict.

“I give myself time to just stop, 
look and listen, and ask myself, ‘Okay, 
what’s going on here?’ I don’t feel the 

same need to act immediately. It was, 
‘Gotta go, gotta do it now! Action 
now – it’s important!’ But now it’s like, 
‘What kind of action?’ Sometimes the 
best action is just being there with-
out ‘doing’ anything. Just be there, be 
aware, take it in and know that you 
can respond,” she advises. “A response 
is better than a reaction.”

Zamora 
Continued from Page 5

Art by K. MULDREW

Meditation 
teaches us to 
allow things to 
be as they are 
and gives us 
some space ...
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In May 2005, I committed a sense-
less act of violence and I needlessly 
killed an innocent human being. I 
was 27 years old, newly relocated to 
California and at the end of my rope. 
For the next 10 years I lived a lie 
about what happened in order to hide 
the truth and keep myself in a morass 
of self-pity, guilt, shame, and remorse. 
I continued to live as mindlessly 
as possible, blotting out the truth 
with drugs, as I navigated the prison 
system and tried to comprehend how 
I was going to serve life in prison 
without the possibility of parole.

As the years passed, life seemed to 
become more bearable. I was social 
enough to get along and I learned 
how to make friends by being a 
chameleon and fitting into any social 
circle. I didn’t have too much trouble 
being someone I wasn’t because I 
hated my true self, and I was sure that 
if anyone found out who I really was 
they were sure to hate me too.

In 2014 my cell-mate passed away 
of a heart attack. I was sent to the 

hole and released 5 days later after the 
autopsy came back and proved that 
I wasn’t involved. I had been relaps-
ing on drugs again and I ran into the 
man who helped me to get free from 
drugs and alcohol. I got involved in 
a 12-Step Program and really gave it 
a chance for once. In 2015, 10 years 
after my crime, I finally came clean 
to my sponsor about my involvement 
in my case. I thought for sure that he 
would hate me, but instead he hugged 
me and told me how proud he was 
that I was able to face such an inner 
demon. I couldn’t have been more 
wrong about how I thought he was 
going to react to the truth. I am bless-
ed to say that I haven’t had a drink or 
drug since I left the hole, and I have 

been granted the privilege of serving 
my sentence at a medium security 
facility despite my indeterminate 
sentence.

I had always felt a pull toward the 
inner path, but when I met a man at 
the new prison I was at, I could clearly 
see the power of mindfulness at work 
in his life. He sat with me and listened 
to my story with a heartfelt ear and 
guided me to the Sunday afternoon 
Buddhist Group. I have to say that 

when he mentioned a 20 minute silent 
meditation I was petrified. I couldn’t 
sit still for 5 seconds, let alone 20 
minutes! He started me off with a 5 
minute morning meditation and the 
night before the group he asked if I 
had been practicing throughout the 
week. I told him I had and he smiled 
and said, “Well, add up all the 5 min-
ute meditation sessions you’ve already 
done and it adds up to at least 20 
minutes. You’ll be fine tomorrow.” He 
was right, I was fine, and as time went 
on and I kept showing up it got a little 
easier with each practice.

In the beginning, meditation 
brought up a lot of emotions that I 
wasn’t interested in feeling. I had a 
lot of suppressed pain and it con-
stantly made itself known during the 
meditation sessions. I was constantly 
bombarded with memories of my 
past, my childhood, my life of crime, 
it was all very painful. For only a few 
minutes (5) each morning, I felt like 
I was being tortured. After about a 
month or so, a real Buddhist monk 
came to our Sunday service. I had 
never met a monk before and I had 
no idea what to expect. I arrived a 
little late and the monk was already 
speaking to the group. I noticed that 
everyone had a picture of the monk 
with something written on the back. 
Each person was reading something 
the monk had written on the photo 
and the monk was elaborating on the 
topic. Many areas of Buddhism were 
spoken about: spirituality, awareness, 
impermanence, meditation, and sev-
eral others. After everyone read their 
topic, the monk asked if there were 
any questions. I decided to ask him a 
question. My hand went up and the 
monk acknowledged me. My question 
went something like this:

“You mentioned a little about 
living in the past, mentally, and how 
it prevents us from being in the here 
and now. I have been sentenced to life 

Mindful 
Continued from Page 2

In the beginning, meditation brought 
up a lot of emotions that I wasn’t 
interested in feeling. I had a lot of 
suppressed pain and it constantly made 
itself known during the meditation 
sessions. I was constantly bombarded 
with memories of my past, my 
childhood, my life of crime, it was all 
very painful.

See Mindful on Page 13
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without the possibility of parole and 
everyday I wake up in a prison cell and 
I am bombarded by feelings of guilt, 
shame, regret, and pain for an act I 
committed over twelve years ago. How 
do I go about getting through, or letting 
go of those emotions and feelings that 
haven’t gone away even after all this 
time?”

The monk first assured me that he 
too had been sentenced to life with-
out parole, as a monk, and he would 
always wear the robe. He also told me 
that if worrying about the past would 
help me even a little bit then I should 
worry 24/7, but if it wouldn’t help, 
I should realize that I am a fool for 
thinking that it would. He then asked 
me if I meditated and I said, “Yes, a 
little.” “How much?” he asked. “Five 

minutes every morning,” I replied. 
He looked at me and said, “You will 
meditate for twenty minutes every 
morning, and in a few months when 
I come back you will ask me if you 
can meditate for thirty minutes, but if 
you should wake up and not feel like 
meditating, or maybe you are sick, I 
want you to take all of the pain, guilt, 
shame, regret, and remorse that you 
have inside and I want you to feel that 
for not meditating that day.” 

He also went on to share some par-
ables about how it would be challeng-
ing at first, but would get easier over 
time. Several months have passed 
since my encounter with the monk 
and I have not missed my twenty 
minute meditation practice in the 
morning even once, nor do I plan to.

I saw on opportunity to ask for 
help with my biggest issue — self-for-
giveness — and the Buddhist monk 
has cleared the path to inner peace 

and freedom through the Power of 
Mindfulness. Today I am eternally 
grateful to have experienced such a 
light of clarity to show me the way 
down the dark road of prison life. 
Patanjali speaks of the power of 
mindfulness in the Yoga-Sutra, “For 
all others, faith, energy, mindfulness, 
integration, and wisdom form the 
path to realization.” (1,20)

Day to day life has become much 
more bearable and I approach each 
moment with a new sense of peace, 
happiness, contentment and inner 
freedom. Who would have ever 
thought that someone like me who 
spent their whole life looking for the 
answers on the outside would come to 
realize that what I had been looking 
for the whole time had been within 
me from the start? When I look back 
now, all I can see is how each moment 
was lived so that I could one day wake 
up to the here and now.

Mindful 
Continued from Page 12

Postcard Art by DYLAN MARTIN
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Art by DAVID RIVERA

Reader Poems

“Compassion 
Works For All“

By Brandon W. 
Pine Bluff, Ark.

Compassion works for all
Compassion works for all
Old habitual ways will be your downfall
Sun, moon, stars, don’t you see them all
We are all in it for the long haul
With mindfulness, reflects the struggle
Compassion is what we must have for one another
Compassion works for all
Draw up an image, a peaceful waterfall
Meditate on what can make you great
Love, compassion, fills the heart
If you lose control
Anger and aggression will tear you apart
Compassion works for all
Compassion works for all

Untitled
By THOMAS N. 

Crawfordville, Fla.

The little sparrow was collecting for repairs, I guess
due to last night’s storm having disturbed it’s nest
Twigs and debris were probably easier to see
on the concrete security, so austere,
that covers all earthly ground in here
Watching this tiny creature flutter about it’s activity
it came to me how freedom is just a matter of energy
Purposeful vitality gives being alive a certain liberty
that even those captive can gain the ability
to engagingly soar above or transcend
whatever conditions might be finding them in
I felt immensely lighter once my muse flew away
Knowing the same sun, giving it vigor to scale walls
was, too, shining my way
Then, down on the ground is where I found
this single tail feather left starkly behind
maybe a tangible reminder that
I, too, can fly!!!
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Call for Essays:
The American 
Prison Writing Archive

The American Prison Writ-
ing Archive is a digital archive 
of non-fiction essays by incar-
cerated people writing about 
their experience inside. The 
APWA is housed at Hamilton 
College, in Central New York, 
with the support of a grant 
from The National Endow-
ment for the Humanities. The 
APWA features prison witness 
by all who have firsthand ex-
perience of prison conditions 
and seeks robust represen-
tation of all such voices. For 
information on how you can 
bring your prison experience 
to the public, write to: 

The APWA, Hamilton College  
198 College Hill Road, 
Clinton, NY 13323-1218
Parties outside can down-

load information: http://www.
dhinitiative.org/projects/apwa

Portrait Project 
Arkansas-based artist and 

social advocate E. Wheeler 
is collaborating with us for 
a portrait series that will be 
displayed in central Arkansas, 
to bring awareness to issues of 
incarceration and the tre-
mendous capacity for human 
transformation. 

This portrait series will 
begin a conversation about 
hyper-incarceration, heal-
ing and compassion in local 

communities. Specifically 
we want to highlight the 
warmth and depth that we at 
Compassion Works for All 
see daily — through your art, 
poetry, and prose, we know 
that you’re doing the hard 
work and we want others to 
see this as well. 

How to be involved: Send 
us at least one good quality 
photo of yourself. We know 
that getting a photo of you can 
be tricky. You CAN ask family 
to mail or email photos of 
you. We CANNOT reach out 
to your family. They can email 
at: morgan@compassionar-
kansas.org 

Send a story, poem or other 
written medium that describes 
you and healing/transforma-
tion stories you want to share 
with others. 

Optionally: Include with 
your photo a self-portrait that 
we can display along with E. 
Wheeler’s portrait. For those 
who participate and are se-
lected: You will receive a copy 
of your portrait, signed by the 
artist. 

We will publish the series 
in our Dharma Friends news-
letter for all to enjoy. We want 
to honor you and maintain 
your privacy at the same time. 
We will only use your first 
name and state in which you 
live to the public. If you wish 
to have your privacy more 
strictly concealed tell us! If 
you write to us.

Quote Master

Become the Quote Master 
for your unit! We offer a quote 
in each Dharma Friends to 
post on your bulletin board 
in your barrack. Who knows 
who might be inspired?

Ask Tim 

Tim answers letters asking for 
help with those things that we 
know you cannot do in pris-
on. Tim looks up resources, 
but there are a few things he 
cannot do: Tim is not quali-
fied to counsel about personal 
and/or relationship problems. 
Money or 'things' will never 
be given to any writer. We 
will not provide addresses of 
individuals in the free world 
to anyone. We cannot provide 
information obtained from 
Facebook or other social me-
dia websites.

Tell us what topics you 
want to read about, and send 
your submissions! We are 
always striving to better serve 
our readers!

Not a member? Sign up for 
this newsletter free of charge:

Compassion Works for All 
ATTN: Dharma Friends Subscrip-
tions PO Box 7708 
Little Rock, AR 72217-7708 
Not in prison or jail? Email: 

morgan@compassionarkan-
sas.org. Please let us know if 
your address changes Include 
your old and new address.

Announcements & Resources



Owning our story can be hard but not nearly 
as difficult as spending our lives running from 
it. Embracing our vulnerabilities is risky but 
not nearly as dangerous as giving up on love 
and belonging and joy — the experiences that 
make us the most vulnerable. Only when we 
are brave enough to explore the darkness will 
we discover the infinite power of our light. 

Dr. Brené Brown


