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In this challenging time, it is easy to 
despair about the future of humanity. While each 

of us may experience differently the social and racial 
crises we are currently facing, as practitioners, we 
must individually recognize the deep-seated poisons 
that lay hidden in our hearts – greed, hatred, and 
ignorance. We must also collectively bring our re-
sources together to transform our own world.

The three poisons keep us trapped in the cycle 
of suffering. It is easy to blame each other, but it 
is difficult to make space for a nuanced, intercon-
nected appreciation of where we have been and of 
how to move forward together. Of course it is good 
to meditate and study the scriptures, but if we don’t 
examine deeply within ourselves, recognizing how 
these poisons subtly influence our everyday choices, 
privileges, and assumptions, then all the meditation 
and scriptural study amount to just furthering our 
own subtle self-referential attachments. We need to 
become aware of racism, educate ourselves about the 
history of racialization, learn to recognize the pain 
and suffering it continues to cause, and speak out 
against it. All these efforts are part of the necessary 
work of reducing suffering, promoting peace, and 
fostering reconciliation. Now is the time to begin 
this process.

Racism in America

The protests that erupted following the murder of 
George Floyd in Minneapolis have brought attention 
to a culture of white privilege, oppression, and police 
brutality that affect so many in our society. Discrimi-
nation against those who are different has been part 
of human history. But the category of “race” specifi-
cally is a relatively new human construct that only 
first appeared in the English language in the sixteenth 
century. By the eighteenth century, during the rise of 

the Industrial Revolution, as Western traders, Chris-
tian missionaries, and emissaries began colonizing 
and exploiting the goods and people of other regions 
of the world, theories of race emerged to justify the 
Western imperialist patterns of control, oppression, 
and violence.

In the United States, such patterns of control, 
oppression, and violence were put into practice with 
the genocide of indigenous peoples and the develop-
ment of chattel slavery, which began with the arrival 
of the first African slaves in 1619. Slavery was the 
very economic backbone of America’s independence 
and wealth.

This discourse of white superiority is like the air 
that one breathes; it is everywhere and yet nowhere, 
so it seems. Rooted in history, racism toward Black, 
indigenous people, and people of color (BIPOC) is 
so entrenched and systemic that most white people 
are not even aware of it. Even immigrants to America 
have absorbed this discourse of whiteness uncon-
sciously in order to assimilate. This absorption of 
whiteness is a form of auto- or reverse-racialization. 
For example, being influenced by history, theology, 
and the need for economic independence, most im-
migrants’ (including even the BIPOC) American 
dream means to have the same status and success 
of middle- or upper-class white people. This process 
entails giving up of parts of one’s own heritage to 
adopt the standards, values, and even religions of 
the white mainstream.

Buddhist Teachings  
on the Three Poisons

Patterns of control, oppression, and violence are the 
direct expressions of greed, hatred, and ignorance. 
Control stems from a greed to possess things, even 
turning people into objects of commerce, the epitome 
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of which is slavery. Oppression arises out of fear and 
hatred. It seeks to silence all those who threaten or 
challenge greed. Violence, of course, is the means 
of silencing. It stems from the blind ignorance of 
not realizing the interconnectedness of everything. 
In Buddhism, ignorance is literally translated as “no 
light.” It is the dark, myopic vision that sees only 
separateness of self and others, making it hard to 
realize that hurting others is in fact hurting oneself 
in the long run at all levels – individually, socially, 
economically, and politically.

Not surprisingly, the Buddhist canon has little 
to say about “racism” because it is a modern and, 
initially, Western construct. However, the entire 
Buddhist canon is focused on the removal of the 
three poisons, the driving force behind racism. The 
Buddha gave explicit teachings on the problem of 
“othering” people based on discrimination and self-
attachment. In one Buddhist text, the Buddha criti-
cized anyone who would foolishly exalt oneself or 
disparage others based on features of body parts such 
as skin. 1 The Buddha also criticized discrimination 
based on gender. 2 He said that everyone is worthy 
of veneration, irrespective of their birth, as long as 
that person possesses the five factors for exertion for 
liberation: conviction in the possibility of awakening; 
being physically fit for practice; being truthful, free 
from deceit; willingness to abandon harmful quali-
ties; and having the discernment to recognize and 
end vexations. 3 The list goes on, and his message is 
straightforward: The worth of a person lies in their 
action toward emancipation – not on any external 
bodily features.

When we discriminate against one another, we 
create a world that is uninhabitable for ourselves. 
The Lotus Sūtra uses the parable of the “burning 
house” to describe such a world. 4 The good news 
is that because we have created this world, we have 

the power to change it. In one scripture, the Bud-
dha has revealed to his disciples that this burning 
house of saṃsāra is, and has always been, his blissful  
buddha land. 5

Transforming Our World

The historical agenda to control, oppress, and ex-
ercise violence is still clearly with us today. Black 
people are denied their humanity every day in this 
country, a symptom of the three poisons. As Dharma 
practitioners it is time for us to come together to do 
something about it.

We have to recognize how the three poisons are 
manifesting everywhere in this burning house. They 
are entangled in every aspect of our individual lives, 
in the way we relate to people in our small circles of 
friends and family, in how we separate from those 
different from us, and in some of our outdated insti-
tutional policies that continue the pattern of control, 
oppression, and violence on BIPOC communities. 

How can we dismantle racism, as part of our 
practice to uproot the three poisons? We need to 
recognize and work through the patterns of discrimi-
nation with our Dharma practice: expose, educate, 
change, and liberate. To make real changes, we begin 
with ourselves; then we can extend our practice to 
the world for social change.

First, we begin with our Dharma practice to ex-
pose the workings of discrimination, the social con-
struct of whiteness that is intricately woven into all 
of us (not just white people) that manifests as subtle 
forms of racial discrimination. 

Second, we educate ourselves by listening deeply, 
without judgement, to those who experience and 
are traumatized by racism. We open our hearts and 
let their stories in – their words and language em-
body the pain that runs through generations. We 

also proactively learn how racial discriminations  
work systemically.

Third, we must actively change not only our own 
racial biases but also those in the broader world by 
creating a truly inclusive space in which everyone 
is treated equally. This is a slow process. Individuals 
and communities must first do their own necessary 
work, so they do not perpetuate vexations on others. 
We begin in our own lives, and then in our sangha. 
With a strong basis in our Buddhist practice, we 

Dharma Relief Responds to Racism

Dharma Relief was created during the beginning of 
the COVID-19 pandemic to bring together dozens 
of Buddhist teachers, centers, and volunteers to raise 
funds to procure and send FDA-approved masks 
to frontline healthcare workers in North America. 
Thanks to so many donors and volunteers, we were 
able to raise over $600,000 USD and send 1.2 million 
masks to hundreds of hospitals in different states.

can reach out and work toward 
a more just society where people 
are not afraid of oppression from 
law enforcement or being disen-
franchised from society’s political 
and economic opportunities. 

Lastly, we recognize that dis-
crimination, racism specifically, 
can only be eradicated by going 
to the root of the problem: self-
referential attachment, greed for 
power and domination, and by 
extension its impact on a soci-
etal level. Without uprooting the 
three poisons, the expressions of 
self-referentiality, discriminations 
of all kinds will continue to manifest. This does not 
mean we withdraw into ourselves, but it means if the 
world is going to change, we must liberate ourselves 
from the shackles of delusion.

Change is possible because all things change. 
Racism is a human construct, so it can be changed 
through human effort. The causes and conditions 
are now ripe to begin this process. Together, we can 
bring about change. To support this change, our sec-
ond Dharma Relief initiative is extending its reach 
to build a platform for healing racial trauma and 
dismantling racism.

The second Dharma Relief initiative aims to pro-
vide a platform to share and amplify Black Dharma 
teachers’ and leaders’ voices. One of our first steps 
will be to help these teachers and leaders deepen 
their personal growth through online training in 
resiliency-informed care, thereby helping Black 
communities to address trauma in themselves and 
using Buddhadharma to access inner resources for 
refuge and resilience. At the same time, Dharma Re-
lief will host online workshops on inclusiveness and 
equality for all Dharma teachers at various Buddhist 
centers in America. We also hope to offer retreats 
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led by BIPOC Dharma teachers. Our in-
tention is to begin with Dharma teachers 
and centers, so they can replicate these 
trainings for all practitioners – making 
Buddhist centers a place of safe refuge for  
BIPOC communities. 

This initiative was the result of con-
versations with many Black Dharma 
teachers and leaders about the deep 
trauma that exists in Black communities. 
They have expressed a need for skills to 
work with their own trauma and that of 
their BIPOC sangha members. The non-
BIPOC Dharma teachers have expressed, 
responding from another angle to racism, 
a need to learn more about the implicit 

Dharma practitioners must come together, rec-
ognizing our shared humanity, and consoling those 
affected by racism. The purpose of Dharma Relief 
is to focus on exposing and transforming the three 
poisons with wisdom, and healing trauma while 
helping indigenous, Black, ethnic, and POC people 
to build inner resilience. With this as the founda-
tion, our endeavors can stem from a place of genuine 
compassion. In this process, our burning house can 
become a cool refreshing wellspring that will con-
tinue to nourish humanity for posterity. I urge you 
to support Dharma Relief and join our effort to cre-
ate a more just, compassionate, and peaceful world.

For more information and to donate, please visit 
our Dharma Relief website: 

https://dharmarelief.org/race 
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1.	 See the Vijaya Sutta in the Sutta Nipāta, 1.11.
2.	 See Chapter 7 of Vimalakīrti Nirdeśa Sūtra.
3.	 See the Kaṇṇakatthala Sutta in the Majjhima Nikāya, 90.
4.	 See Chapter 2 of the Lotus Sūtra.
5.	 See Chapter 1 of the Vimalakīrti Nirdeśa Sūtra.

white privilege that exists in our culture and how to 
provide a safe space for all practitioners.

Dharma Relief is currently fundraising to hire 
professional facilitators who have been leading 
both types of trauma resiliency and inclusiveness 
workshops to train Dharma teachers of different 
traditions. In other words, we are making an alli-
ance with therapists, social workers, and BIPOC 
Dharma teachers to address racism. The workshops 
will be online, and graduates of these workshop can 
continue their work with different communities, in 
the forms of conversations, dialogs, workshops, and 
retreats through the Dharma Relief platform. 

Drawing on the most effective workshops and 
retreats, Dharma Relief will offer a more nuanced, 
fluid, and embodied processes of learning and ex-
change of perspectives and life experiences.

We aim to create a ripple effect from the cadre of 
core Dharma teacher graduates, to their respective 
centers, their communities, and their broader social 
networks, changing the way we engage with, speak 
about, and reflect on racism.

Starting on September 15, 2020,  the Tallahassee Chan Center and the Social Justice and Innovation 

Lab at the Askew School of Public Administration and Policy (Florida State University) will inaugurate 

an online series of educational programs, focusing on racism from multiple perspectives: 

•			racial trauma

•			history of slavery

•			criminal justice discrimination

•			gender inequalities

•			health and education systems

And also amplifying the agency of black literature, arts, healing, and transformation.

These lectures are followed the next week with an online discussion group to help process, absorb, 

and ask questions about the lecture. More topics and dates will become available as more speakers 

are invited. You do not have to join each week, and we will use the same Zoom link each week.

All talks and subsequent discussion meetings will start at 7:30 PM, with an optional guided meditation 

led by Guo Gu (the founder and teacher of the Tallahassee Chan Center) starting at 7:00 PM.

For a list of speakers and to register: https://tallahasseechan.org/educational-series/

ENGAGING RACISM
Conversations for Change


