
A Time for Bodhisattvas

It is now time to ask ourselves, “What would a bodhisattva do?,” and let that be our guide and inspiration.
Lion’s Roar offers us the wisdom of leading Buddhist teachers, leaders, and activists as we contemplate
how to meet a dark time with the compassion, courage, and skill of bodhisattvas dedicated to the welfare
of all beings.
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Guo Gu, Chan teacher

After the 2024 presidential election results, some people feel 
distraught, while others feel pleased. Our perceptions of victory 
and defeat, good and bad, relief and trauma depend on how we 
want things to go. When things go our way, we’re happy; when 
they don’t, we’re unhappy. Of course, it is natural to feel this way, 
but this means that our happiness is completely contingent on 
outside forces. Is this the way we want to live? 
The Buddha has said that “whatever we imagine things to be, they 
will turn out to be different” (e.g., Dvayatānupassanā-sutta) and 
that
“whatever that arises will cease” (e.g., Dhammacakkappavattana-
sutta). There is no true stability outside us or in our minds. Genuine 
refuge lies where rising and ceasing ceases. Rising and ceasing 
refers to the conditioning that fuels our selfing and othering. When 
rising and ceasing ceases, that is awakening.
Dharma practice exists at the junctures of life, amidst causes and 
conditions. It is the process of ceasing the rising and ceasing. This 
practice is what Chan (Zen) calls wonderment. 
Chan master Hongzhi (1091-1157), the founder of the silent 
illumination practice, has said that 
Wonder exists in experiencing whatever manifests before you, and 
practice must go beyond the present time. Adapt to conditions and 
merge with awakening, then you will not be obstructed by the 
myriad dust motes (The Extended Discourse Record of Chan 
Master Hongzhi, T. no. 2001, 48:74b1-2).
Wonderment does not refer to the self-referential calculations and 
schemes we use to control ourselves, others, or the environment. It 
exists when we engage with the world without fixed overlays and 
expectations—without rising and ceasing. When this happens, 
causes and conditions are wondrous. Each moment is a new 
beginning—this is the wisdom of emptiness; each beginning 
already embodies countless



possibilities—this is truth of compassion. 

The practice of wonderment is to work with causes and conditions: 
exposing, embracing, transforming, and letting go. If we face and 
embrace whatever arises, we will have the wisdom to make changes 
and adjustments; if we resist whatever arises, we suffer, and divisiveness 
takes over. In emptiness, we must do what needs to be done and can be 
done, allowing things to take whatever form that emerges. Meanwhile,  

Moment to moment, mind does not encounter things; step-by-step, no 
traces are left on the path. This is called being able to carry on the family 
affair [of the buddhas]. To be thoroughly penetrating like this is 
something you have to become intimate with (T. no. 2001, 48: 74b2-4).

In the midst of engaging with the world, we don’t make a thing out of 
everything. As soon as we reify whatever it is that is “stuck,” there will be 
no possibilities. This is what Hongzhi meant by “moment to moment, 
mind does not encounter things.” 

Remember that every moment is a new beginning. The truth is that 
possibilities are endless when we don’t make anything into a thing. So 
have an open mind, and always try our best to help everyone. Just do 
what needs to be done and what can be done without attachments to 
having and lacking, winning and losing, self and others. This is 
compassion in action, the meaning of “no traces are left on the path.” 

Causes and conditions are wondrous. Each moment is a new beginning. 
Actively exposing, embracing, transforming, and letting go of whatever 
we face, new possibilities will arise—beyond “whatever we imagine 
things to be.”
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