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From Your Letters

READER POEM

Color Me!

By Clark H.

Color me red
Color me blue
Color me into
A life with you
Color me violet
Color me pink
Now color my mind
To make me think
About what color i’d be if
We were walking down this
Road together
Would I be green?
Not to envy
Color me silver
Color us gold
Color your hands
It’s me they hold
Color me now
Or color me never
So if love is forever
Hey you, what color are
We, if we walk down
This bridge together
Would we be blue
No, not me and you!
Color me Dharma
Color my friends
A color of rainbows
That never ends.

From 
CHRISTOPHER M.,
Pennsylvania

I’m 49 years old and I’ve struggled 
with addictions for most of my life. 
Additionally, I suffer from mental 
health issues such as depression, 
PTSD, and anxiety as a result of child-
hood trauma; abuse and hardships 
I’ve experienced as a result of my ad-
diction. What I would like to share is 
about how Buddhism and meditation 
has enriched my recovery this time 
around, helped me deal with cravings 
and to working my way out of a full 
blown relapse right here in a prison 
environment.

Five and a half years ago I was 
introduced to some basic Buddhist 
teachings by a friend at another 
prison and a psychologist who had an 
interesting array of self-help books in 
her office. I read “What the Buddha 
Taught” and books by Lama Yeshe 
and Lama Zopa Rinpoche — some 
Tibetan Mahayana and some Ther-
avada material. They were easy to 

digest and they introduced me to the 
Four Noble Truths. The second Noble 
Truth spoke about how thirst, desire, 
craving and attachment give rise to all 
sorts of suffering and Lama Yeshe was 
speaking about the suffering of the up 
and down nature of the uncontrolled 
mind. I realized this was the very 
thing that had been making life “hurt” 
whether I was in recovery or not. 
My mental defilements, delusions, 
attachment and self-grasping were in 
the way and making it more difficult 
to stay clean because my mind was 
fragmented and in a perpetual state 
of craving for one thing or another. 
So I got into a routine of reading 
some literature, doing a little yoga 
and meditating every day. During 
my meditation sessions I developed 
just enough discipline to not grasp at 
every thought or image that popped 
into my mind. The literature encour-
aged me to try to maintain a state of 
“meditative equipoise” throughout the 
rest of the day which went a long way 

See Letters on Page 8

By ANNA COX

O ld Age shows us in stark 
ways that life unfolds very 
quickly and often chal-

lenges us with fearful consequences 
as death approaches. We cannot 
change anything about our eventual 
death, but we can prepare to face it 
with peace and equanimity. Medita-
tion is the greatest tool with which 
to do this. And on the way, all life 
challenges become our teachings 
and we get better and better at cre-
ating a peaceful life.

 The most important place to 
start as we learn meditation is 
to begin with what lands before 
us. To really develop a beneficial 
lifelong practice that will take us to 
our highest realization, it is good 
to study many meditation skills 
and to find those that most suit us 

wherever we happen to be in our 
evolution. We all have different past 
experiences, capacities, karma and 
different past life realizations. As we 
study contemplative and meditative 
traditions, we find those teachings 
to which we feel the most affinity. 
We can then develop a practice 
of evolving skills of awareness on 
an ever-growing path. If we leap 
around from practice to practice or 
if we attempt to practice meditation 
skills for which we are not yet ready, 
we might be wasting precious time. 
Life is short! In this lifetime, you 
already have an awakening mind, 
or you would not be reading this 
teaching. Who knows what circum-
stances a next life might bring.

 To realize our highest truth, we 
want two primary qualities to de-

See Aging on Page 6

Reflections and Meditations on Aging

Life is short! 
In this lifetime, you 
already have an 
awakening mind, or 
you would not be 
reading this teaching. 
Who knows what 
circumstances a next 
life might bring.
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Art by EDDIE ARNOLD

For The Birds
By THE TRAVELER, Georgia

My fine dining china is divided into 5 sections
I analyze each compartment carefully for anything inedible
(Rat turds blend in very well with the beans)
I am usually disappointed.

But — on every tray — one item always meets it's intended
Albeit, I'm not it's last stop.
Cornbread!!
Now mind you this is not your Grandmother's cornbread
(Piping hot, slathered with butter and Sorghum syrup).

Oh no, this meal comes in 50 pound sacks
along with our oats, and are labeled:
Animal Feed. Not for Human Consumption.
(Comes to us from our Canadian friends, F U NAFTA!!)

Now this somehow escaped the eagle eye of the law,
In whose care we lambs have been entrusted.
So, once again, supper will be ramen soup in the dorm.
As I leave this fine dining facility, I collect a large stack of cornbread
(leaving my compliments to the chef).

I find awaiting their meal —
crows, sparrows, blackbirds, doves and mockingbirds.
They are all aflutter in anticipation.
Yes, my little feathered friends,
This bread is for you.

Reader Poem

Reprinted with permission 
from the author, 
MIKE MUELLER. 

T oday is my birthday. 
I have survived 51 
orbits around the 

sun. I return to the same 
spot in our solar system each year and celebrate 
the accomplishment. I’m still here. I get to start 
my 52nd orbit now. Will I finish this one? I don’t 
know.

I’ve been thinking a lot about something 
Zen Master Seung Sahn used to say often to his 
students. He would tell them to retain a “don’t 
know” mind always. Will I wake up tomorrow? 
Don’t know. Why is this terrible event happen-
ing to me? Don’t know. Why is this incredibly 
joyous event happening to me? Don’t know. 
EVERYTHING…don’t know. Don’t know. Don’t 
know.

Our mind habit is to want to KNOW things. 
We value knowing things and reward people 
who know things. We think we know many 
things and fail to understand why people don’t 
recognize how much we know. If people only 
knew what we knew, then they would behave or 
agree. Others don’t know but we know what is 
right. And so on.

So what’s wrong with this? Why all this 
anti-knowing? Let me give you my best Zen-stu-

dent answer: to say that you know something is 
to identify with an “I” that knows. That creates 
a separateness between you and everything else 
in the universe. Separateness is an illusion. Our 
egos are birthed out of our thinking…out of our 
“knowing.” This “I” perspective that thinks and 
knows things is false. It is not our true self. Our 
true self doesn’t strive to know things because it 
IS. The universe IS…it doesn’t have to “know” 
anything.

Another way of looking at it — don’t-know 
mind is before thinking. It is before “I.” It is our 
mind in neutral, not moving forward or going 
in reverse. It is now and non-moving. It neither 
pushes nor resists. Whatever it encounters is ok. 
Not good. Not bad. It is.

So today on my 51st birthday I celebrate my 
completely miraculous yet ordinary birth on this 
round ball spinning through space. I don’t know 
a damn thing, and that’s ok. I am happy to be 
here. I hope you are, too.

Read more at Single Buddhist Dad.

Just  Don’t  Know

Origami by DAVID BOHM in Phoenix

Art by CHIOKE
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Untitled 
By JEFFERY B., 
New York

There's a place I like to go
It's a place where
There's so much more love to know
It's a place where
One could learn to fly
Never have to say goodbye
Feel pain or suffer
Or have those tears to cry

It's a place where
One could learn to see within
The ebb and flow
Karma
Twice at once to know
What it means to love and grow
Traveling through and through
The yesterdays and nows
For a bright and better tomorrow

But this world we live in
It's a cruel world
Filled with hate, greed, lust and sin
And I'm afraid
Because I dare to care
And I wear
My heart on a sleeve
For the world to see

And my privacy they try to take
And my gift of self they try to rape
And the man I try so hard to be
Is at times, forced back down inside of me
And it makes me incredibly sad
Because what this man who loves knows
The haters will never be able to understand

Reader Poem

Art by CODY MINKS in Dermott, Ark.

Verse XI: Old Age, from the Dhammapada for Contemplation

146. Why is there laughter? Why is there joy when the 
world is on fire? Since you are clouded in darkness 
should you not seek the light?
 
147. Gaze upon this once-decorated body — it used to 
attract attention but now it is only festering flesh, a putrid 
thing. It is neither sure nor substantial.
 
148. This body wears out with age; it becomes a host to 
disease — vulnerable, fragile, a decrepit, disintegrating 
mass, which eventually ends in death.
 
149. What pleasure does life hold once one has seen old 
bleached bones, discarded and scattered round?
 
150. The physical body consists of bones covered with 
flesh and blood. Stored up inside it are decay and death, 
pride and malice.
 
151. Passed down by the wise is the knowledge that, 
though what is externally impressive loses its splendour, 

and though our bodies will decay, the truth itself outlasts 
all degeneration.
 
152. While ageing fools put on weight like oxen in their 
stalls, their minds remain small.
 
153 -154. For many lives I have wandered looking for, 
but not finding, the house-builder who caused my 
suffering. But now you are seen and you shall build no 
more. Your rafters are dislodged and the ridge-pole is 
broken. All craving is ended; my heart is as one with the 
unmade.
 
155. Those who while still young neither choose a life of 
renunciation nor earn a good living, end up like dejected 
old herons beside a pond without fish.
 
156. Those who while still young neither choose a life of 
renunciation nor earn a good living, will end up bemoan-
ing the past, falling like spent arrows that have missed 
their mark.
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toward not grasping and obsessing 
over things all the time. This gave me 
a cooler, less complicated mind that 
was easier to deal with and to put it 
simply, it hurt less. 

There was a lot of talk about com-
passion and generating Bodhicitta in 
the literature and I thought, “I don’t 
know if I’m ready for all that,” but I 
did the Mahayana Equilibrium Medi-
tation, exchanging self and others and 
Tong Len, and it was doing some-
thing. I could feel it and that gave me 
a little confidence that I could do this. 
I didn’t love myself, but I had the idea 
that I might be able to and there was 
no doubt that I was feeling better. 

Meanwhile my views towards 
others began to soften a little bit. How 
could I hate others for having the 

same problems and mental defile-
ments that I have? The idea that we’re 
all alike in that we all want happiness 
and don’t want suffering helped me 
with the “us and them” mentality I 
had developed as a convict and an 
addict. 

Don’t get me wrong, I’m not expert 
on anything. I’d like to say it’s been 
happily-ever-after and all that, but 
after a time I fell off on my practice. 
I was sent to a prison that was pret-
ty crazy, cramped and loud. I was 
discouraged and felt insecure about 
practicing after a few jokes were made 
and eventually I found myself getting 
high again. I must also add that I was 
not seeing a therapist there and was 
not involved in any self-help support 
groups. All of these things were a 
factor, but the point is it was my own 
mind, which left unchecked, took me 
right down that road again. Fortu-

nately, a seed had been planted. 
This past year had its ups and 

downs, and it took me awhile to stop 
using completely, but a combination 
of a few things is what’s working for 
me today. I still read and meditate, 
but I'm also fortunate to have a ther-
apist for my mental health issues. I go 
to some self-help groups, get a little 
exercise and some proper rest. As I 
progress, I fill out my practice a little 
more, but make no mistake about it, 
there have been times when a medita-
tion, an article in Dharma Friends or a 
conversation with my cellmate about 
Buddhism has inspired me and gotten 
me by. These days I see so much more 
beauty in everything and everyone 
and others can see it in me. Sure, I 
still suffer and “go through it” some-
times, but I have faith in the remedy. 
It’s just a question of how long I’m 
going to wait to take it.
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Letters 

Continued from Page 2

Reader Poem

Nirvana
By BENJAMIN P.,

Arkansas

There was a disciple named Floyd
Who was destined to thus be annoyed-

Yet he found his own dharma
And did work on his karma

Til the bad stuff was all null and void

velop. The first is to open our sacred 
heart to love and to liberate all beings 
everywhere from suffering. The sec-
ond is to develop a spacious equanim-
ity of innate light and wisdom as we 
face life challenges.

 For both, we might start with teach-
ings and meditations that allow us to 
contemplate the karmic consequences 
of our body, speech and mind. If our 
life events have been creating chaos and 
suffering, we must develop an aware-
ness of the roots of those arising events 
before we speak or act. The impetus 
that directs all such events is the focus 
and cherishing of the self and all that it 
grasps at or fears. Meditations that bring 
quiet stability along with a contempla-
tion on karma and the consequences of 
our motivation make for an important 
first step in developing the foundation 
of our spiritual path. As we find stillness 
and as our ego or ‘I’ is not so reactive to 
life’s chaos, we can listen and follow the 
inner voice of a deeper, wisdom “self”, 
gently leading us to our awakening. The 
teachings that call to you may be any 
tradition such as Buddhism, Christi-
anity, Islam, poetry, music or whatever 
speaks to your path to truth. A good 
test is to ask if the teaching brings bene-
fit to every being everywhere and leaves 
no one out.

 As you might imagine, with that 
blessing upon all beings, we can hard-
ly honor such a path if life is buffeted 
by addictions, strong emotions, a 
self-absorption and hyper-reaction 
to circumstances. We must take 
responsibility and discover how all 
these challenges and events are always 
created by our own mind. This is the 
big blind spot that we must recog-
nize through spiritual contemplation 
and examination. Then we can heal 
through the cleansing and purifica-
tion of our meditations.

 This is where we begin. There are 

many levels of almost incomprehen-
sible teachings and of advanced and 
subtle meditations yet to come. We 
will evolve to a capacity to experience 
and know these compelling teachings 
and practices as we prepare to receive 
them. They will arise for us as we 
are ready. Again, they might evolve 
from many wisdom traditions but if 
we try to adopt them before we are 
ready, they may be a passing fancy or 
an ego ride. We will not feel the rich 
and heartfelt stirring that comes when 
they are moving our own unique 
“self ” to fruition. Some of these med-
itations take us on a long path, step by 
step, of deep, foundational teachings. 
Those meditations that we might 
embrace take us on a flying leap to 
remembering what we may well have 
practiced in past lives. Don’t worry 
about trying to figure any of it out 
because it is not understandable. Do 
study all that comes your way and let 
the stirring of your deepest heart be 
your inner meditation guide.

Here is a meditation 
to start with that may 
quiet your mind and 
still your reactivity to 
life’s challenges: 

This is always a good place for each 
of us to start or even for advanced 
meditators after a stressful day. Begin 
by sitting (or lying) comfortably with 
a straight back. Rest your head com-
fortably and straight on your neck; 
not bent down or arched forward. You 
may prop yourself up if necessary so 
you are not straining. Get comfort-
able. Deeply relax.

 For everyone, even daily practi-
tioners, our poor brain may be bom-
barded with stimuli at first. Thoughts 
are running around responding to 
an onslaught of inner dramas. Take a 

little while to watch those thoughts. Be 
curious about what is catching hold of 
your attention. All of it is instructive 
for you. It is telling you what your ob-
sessions and addictions are, what your 
emotional dramas are, and perhaps 
what your brain and body biochem-
istry might be. All of this precedes 
words, actions and emotions that man-
ifest in your day. Washing through us 
are shocking, distressing and upsetting 
thoughts that if acted upon, can lead 
you to serious consequences. If you 
have an addiction — and most of us 
have mild to severe addictive patterns 
— that drama and craving shows up 
at subliminal levels and fuels further 
cravings. It is very good to become 
familiar with what is just below the 
surface of our awareness.

 Next, move your focus to your 
breath. The thoughts may continue 
but, as you can, let the thoughts float 
through the background while you 
keep returning focus to your breath. 
Gradually the thoughts will merely 
arise and fall away, just as your breath 
does. Relax. Let whatever arises gently 
appear and then let it go. In this way, 
nothing — no thing — is as compel-
ling. There is more space between 
thought and between breaths. All that 
you are is more spacious. The world 
and all its arising events are more 
spacious. Whatever comes, you have 
the capacity to let it go.

 When you ask, “Who is meditat-
ing?” it may feel like there is no one 
there.

 Later, in your meditation capacity, 
you will actually feel how you dis-
solve into space, into emptiness, into 
vastness. You find that you are light, 
space and compassion. If you have 
little peeks during these experiences, 
just smile and let these stirrings of 
awakening dissolve too. Your path will 
unfold little by little. No rush. One 
day, old age will flow by as a stirring 
and letting go. One day death will 
arise as a stirring and a letting go.

Aging 

Continued from Page 3
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Reader Artwork

Art by MICHAEL INWOLD in Wilmington, Del.

Portrait Project 
Announcement 

The portrait project has ex-
panded to include more artists. If 
you submitted photos and other 
materials for this project, please 
note the exhibition will be on 
Friday, October 18, 2019 in the 
Argenta Gallery in North Little 
Rock, Arkansas. 

We will send copies of your 
art to you, and we will publish 
the works in Dharma Friends 
winter issue. 

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 prison. 
Tim looks up resources, but 
there are a few things he can-
not do: Tim is not qualified 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 
media websites.

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

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

Compassion Works for All 
ATTN: Dharma Friends Subscriptions 
PO Box 7708 
Little Rock, AR 72217-7708 

Not in prison or jail? Email: 
morgan@compassionarkansas.
org. Please let us know if your 
address changes Include your old 
and new address.

Bulletin Board




